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ABSTRACT
CHANGING LIVES: WELFARE MOTHERS AND THE COMMUNITY
COLLEGE EXPERIENCE
MAY 1995
PATRICIA KANE THOMPSON, B.A., SALEM STATE COLLEGE
M.Ed., BOSTON UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Charles S. Adams

This is a qualitative study which seeks to understand how five welfare
mothers who attended community college perceive this experience has
impacted upon their lives. This study examines via in depth
phenomenological interviews and life histories how attending community
college changed the women. The individual interviews took place over an
eighteen month period. The participants met each other for the first time in
a focus group which was held after all the interviews.
Using symbolic interactionism as the framework for understanding the
process of how the women incorporated the community college experience
into their lives, the study found that 1), there was a significant life event that
led the women to the community college; 2) initially, the women had great
difficulty integrating the community college experience into their lives; 3)
that they identified with their professors rather than the other students, and
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4), that they became emotionally independent only after achieving a sense of
being connected to community college and being accepted as individuals. For
each one of them, it was the first time in her life that she was encouraged to
have her own thoughts and opinions.
In addition, the study found that for most of the participants, the
community college experience is an on-going process which continues to
affect them. Furthermore, the impact of the college experience affects them
beyond their original goal of obtaining viable employment to enable them to
"get off welfare". It affects them in the way that they approach their world,
how they raise their children, relate to their families, husbands, co-workers,
bosses, friends, and lovers. Furthermore, how each now perceives herself as
an individual is affected.
This study provides insight into the experience of these women and
what approaches a community college might implement to facilitate the
experience of the student who is also a welfare mother.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
It is a moment I shall never forget. I was alone and unable to
communicate with anyone. I didn't know the names of anything. I did
not even know that things had names. Then one day, after she tried a
number of approaches, my teacher held my hand under the water
pump on our farm. As the cool water ran over my hand, she spelled
the word water into my hand. She spelled it over and over, and
suddenly, I knew there was a name for things and that I would never
be completely alone again.
Helen Keller
This study explores how five women, although not blind as was Helen
Keller, experience a similar event. The event of discovering that they have
found a way of understanding the world about them as they have never
known before. Their journey of discovery centers on their attending
community college.
This study is about how a particular group of welfare mothers perceive
their community college experience, how it continues to influence their lives
and how they, and their lives, have been transformed as a result of their
community college experience.
In this study, I explore with the participants, who were welfare
mothers when they went to community college, what the experience was like
for them, how they perceive it has affected them, and what residual effects it
may have on their life. The study is a qualitative one which strives to seek
out what Geertz (1972) calls the "thick description" of these individuals
experience in order to gain new information and knowledge about that
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experience. The intent of the study is not to generalize the experience of
these five women to all welfare mothers who attend community college, but
rather to provide an opportunity to better understand what the experience
was like for these women, to discover what processes they implemented to
assist themselves in understanding their experience and how their
experience affected their lives.

Background of the Study
I first became interested in how and why women experience "personal
growth", or change their perspective about life and their way of approaching
the world, as a fledgling social worker. I have continued to work in the fields
of human services and education and have been fortunate in having been
able to witness first hand this change occurring in individuals, particularly
in women. As a social worker, probation officer, teacher, and agency field
placement supervisor for college interns, I have witnessed this phenomenon
in different settings and in varying degrees. Time after time, I have been
intrigued by both the process and growth attained by the individuals.
My purpose in this study was to explore this phenomenon and to gain
greater understanding and knowledge as to what it is, internally and
externally, that serves as the catalyst, or assists these women, first to make a
decision to change their lives, and then to follow through with their decision
against all odds.

In my past experiences, I have been particularly impressed and
intrigued with the changes that I had observed in several welfare mothers
who attended community college and completed internships at the agency
where I worked. This is my impetus for selecting this particular group of
women to work with in this study. This is a study about five women, their
lives, and the changes, that take place in the way that they approach their
world, while they attended. In addition, this study looks beyond the
community college experience and examines how it has affected the women
since they left and how it may continue to influence them.
The study is retrospective since none of the women were attending
community college at the time of the study. They had either graduated, or
quit. I asked them to revisit their community college experience, to reflect
upon it, and to think about it in a way different than they had in the past. I
asked them to think beyond the reading, writing, and testing of the various
subject matters to how they felt when they were attending, how they came to
understand and to know what was expected of them and what they were
supposed to do.
I asked them to think about their relationships with other students,
with their families, with their professors, with the subjects that they had
taken, and importantly, even with themselves. I asked them to think about
what they had felt, seen, and heard, while they were at community college. I
wanted them to use all their senses in remembering what the experience had
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been for them, and what the components of the experience meant to them,
then and now.
All of the women in the study were "non-traditional" students at the
time they attended college. "Non-traditional" students are defined as
students whose education has been interrupted and are generally older than
the students who come to community college directly from high school
(Mendlesohn 1980, 1989; Megarian, 1984; Cross, 1972). The women in this
study were welfare mothers. Their education had been interrupted by a
variety of events primarily because of personal difficulties and family
dysfunction. In two instances it was because the women had children and
had to care for them. Consequently, they were unfamiliar with the
educational process as they had not been personally involved in it for a
various number of years. These factors immediately distinguished them from
the "traditional" students who matriculated directly from high school and did
not have children. These women came to the community college unaware of
what to expect or how to act. Only one of the women in the study had
participated in higher education prior to coming to community college and it
was in a very different setting than a community college.
In order to better understand how they approached and interpreted
their community college experience and to provide a stronger foundation for
the study, I asked the women in the study to share with me not only their
community college experience, but also their life stories. It was my intent to
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listen carefully to these stories in order to gain insight into what differences
or similarities may have existed among the women in the study and how
these life experiences influenced how the women were effected by the
community college. The women eagerly shared their life stories with me,
intent upon providing me with what they believed were important factors in
their lives. They shared with me stories of happiness and sadness, of living
with incest, rape, alcoholism, physical abuse, homelessness, and drug abuse.
All of these components colored their life experiences and provided each
woman with a different and unique perspective through which she makes
meaning in her life.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study is to discover new knowledge and information
about how welfare mothers, as students, experience community college.
Furthermore, it provides information about how and why welfare mothers
make the decision to enter community college. It examines, in detail, what
the experience was like for these five women, and focuses on the
internalization of their experience. It identifies and examines the processes
of how they came to understand the community college environment, of
understanding what was expected of them in that environment, and of how
they were expected to behave in or respond to the environment. In addition,
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it focuses on the process of incorporating the experience into their everyday
lives.
It provides the reader with an opportunity to share in the experience of
these women and to gain a better understanding of what the experience was
like and how it effected them on a day to day basis. Each of participant's
experience was unique. However, in some ways, all had similar experiences
and reactions to particular situations that they encountered.
Each woman's "life story" is presented in an abbreviated form which
enables the reader to have a greater sense of the different context in which
each woman came to understand her world. Therefore, one can gain insight
into how each participant approached her experience and how her life
experience affected the way in which she came to understand her different
classes, overall experiences, and other people; including professors, other
students, college administrators, family, friends, lovers, children and even
acquaintances with whom she had contact during that time.
This study does not examine "end result" success as determined by
employability or graduation, rather it examines the process of how these
students came to understand their experience of being a student. It explores
in detail how these women felt, acted, and interpreted their world while they
attended community college. In addition, it provides information about how
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they have taken these interpretations or ways of relating to their world and
utilized them in their daily lives after leaving community college.
The overall intent of the study is to provide an opportunity for
understanding of what the experience was like for these women and to
identify the process or processes that they went through to obtain their levels
of understanding and interpretation of their worlds.

Significance of the Study
Studies have been done which explore the "outcomes" of higher
education in terms of economic gain. Most studies designate employability as
being the measure of success. Therefore, they concentrate on the types of jobs
that graduates have gotten and the amount of money that they earn as being
viable measures of success (Gilbert, 1984; Glass et al 1992; Megarian, 1984).
Granted, for most individuals, especially those who fit the category of "re¬
entry women", which is defined as women who return to education after a
delay and generally are beyond the age of the traditional student (Megarian,
1984; Mendlesohn 1980; 1989), employability is indeed an important factor
(Gilbert, 1984; Megarian, 1984; Weidman & White, 1984). Studies have been
done which follow graduates over periods of time to track their "success"
(Hulbert & Schuster, 1993).
Many of the studies done focus more on the "end product" of the
experience. In other words, they do not focus on the experience of the
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individual, but rather look at whether a particular program is effective in
providing a valuable result, such as the student become gainfully employed
or did the student graduate from the institution (Twombley, 1990; Bauer,
1989).
This study's significance lies in its interpretive nature and its
approach of examining the experience from the perspective of the
participants. It examines the process of how these welfare mothers came to
understand what the experience was like for each one of them from the time
that she made the decision to go to community college through her
community college classes to the present. The majority of studies that
examine this topic view it from the institutional perspective and utilitarian
perspective.
This study provides the reader a clear understanding of how the
participants maneuvered within the different arenas that they found
themselves and how their higher education experiences facilitated this
movement. In addition, it also provides the reader with knowledge regarding
the aspects of the community college experience which provided the
necessary impetus and support to the women thus, enabling them to continue
a journey of self development.
It focuses on the process that was developed as each one of the women
experienced community college; how each came to be able to understand and
make meaning of her community college experience. Furthermore, this study
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explores how the women viewed themselves as well as the changes that they
underwent during and after their community college experience.

Approach of the Study
The approach of the study was to have the women share their life
histories detailing their community college experience and the way in which
that experience has influenced their lives. It examines the process of change
and personal growth from a sociological perspective focusing upon how the
women interpret the world around them. The methodology used is a series of
in depth phenomenological interviews and a focus group of the participants.
The study was purposely designed to provide the participants with the
opportunity to be reflective about their past experiences and to continue to
process the experience as the interviews occurred.
This is not a study about how these women succeed or do not succeed.
That is a subjective decision that I have left to each woman to determine in
her own mind based upon her own set of criteria. Nor is it a study about
what courses welfare mothers seek out at community college in order to
become gainfully employed. Furthermore, it is not a study about student
attrition and the difficulties that students encounter in staying in college.
However, it does provide some insight into these issues as related to the five
women who participated in the study.
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Whv Only Women
At the present time, statistics show that women are the largest
growing population attending the community college as they account for
more than half of the students attending (Megarian, 1984; Gilbert, 1984;
Mendlesohn, 1980, 1989). Little is known about how women experience
college. Astin (1976) provided an interesting view of women who attended
college in the nineteen seventies, however, it focused on the "traditional"
student rather than the "re-entry" woman. The information presented does
not approach the topic from the student's perspective, but rather addresses it
from the perspective of the institution.
There is some information that addresses the population of women
who attend college as non-traditional students, or "re-entry women" students
returning to school after marriage or when their children are grown
(Mendlesohn, 1980, 1989). The welfare mother is a member of this group of
women. However, she is different from them in that she has her own set of
unique circumstances, such as being a single parent, existing on welfare
benefits, living in low income housing, depending upon the government for
her and her own children's subsistence, and in many cases, having
community agency personnel monitoring her or her children's progress. Her
responsibilities give her a variety of stressors and inhibitors that other
students do not have to contend with (Weilert, 1983; Megarian, 1984; Weiss,
1985).
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As a social worker and probation officer, and a sometimes adjunct
faculty member at a community college, I have encountered many women
from various walks of life who have taken the opportunity to attend their
local community college. Their reasons for going to community college have
been varied, as have been their previous educational experience, personal
and family situations, and age. I have watched with great delight and
interest as many of these women seem to "blossom" or come alive during this
time period. The personal changes that are apparent to an observer are
incredible. Often the women emerge from the experience with a rich sense of
self, filled with positive self esteem and a desire to continue to seek out
positive experiences. It is as if they become a different person, complete with
a new set of values and a new approach to life. However, not all women fair
so well and some of them are unable to "connect" with community college and
drop out. It is this "connecting" to the community college which is the part of
the community college experience about which I hoped the participants
would enlighten me.
I chose to examine welfare mothers experience because I had so often
seen them overcome adversity and great difficulty to take part in the
community college experience and was interested in knowing more about the
process that they went through in order to attend and take part in the
community college program. In the past, I had wondered what it is about the
community college experience that gives these women this strong sense of
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self that I had observed them often acquire. Furthermore, I have often
wondered what happened to these women after they left community college.
Were they able to sustain the sense of self that they had achieved? Were
they able to reach the goals that they had set for themselves after community
college. What type of difficulties, if any, did they experience? Did they make
the transition from being on the welfare roles to working and becoming self
sustaining, or did they remain on welfare. Finally, if they did remain on
welfare, why?

Women's Voice in the Study
Throughout the study I have opted whenever possible to use the
women's own voices, their own words, to tell their stories as this provides the
reader with an opportunity to "hear" in the voice of the women who
participated. The intent is to have the reader gain an in depth
understanding of what the experience was like for these women and what it
continues to be like for them.
For many of the women, it was her community college experience that
provided her with the opportunity to find her "voice" as described by Belenky
et al (1986) for the first time. This voice is not merely the utterance of
sounds that form into words, but is the essence of a woman's ability to make
sense of her world and create meaning the world around her.
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It is through her voice, that a woman is able to come to understand her
world (Belenky et al, 1986). By paying careful attention to the voices of the
participants, I have been able to better understand how each woman
internalized her community college experience and how she was able to deal
with the process of change that occurred in her when she attended
community college.
All of the women experienced some change or "transformation" during
this time period. By "transformation" I mean, a new way of viewing her
world. They had to redefine their world as they once knew it. For some, this
transformation was not as profound as others. For some, it was not as
satisfying as others. Yet, all four women who did graduate from the
community college, recognized that they were "different" from what they had
been when they had entered community college. This difference was defined
by them in varying terms and affected them in different ways, but all clearly
felt that they had somehow changed in the way they approached their lives
and the way they thought about the world. Each of the four stated that she
felt that she knew more about the world and felt better equipped to handle
whatever might occur in her life in the future.

Participants in the Study

The sample of women in the study were selected in accordance with
the criteria that I had determined to be the guideline for the study; they were
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to have attended community college for a minimum of two consecutive
semesters and been receiving welfare assistance during the time they
attended community college. I contacted several former student interns of
the agency that I was associated with who fit the criteria and asked if they
knew of anyone, perhaps a colleague from college, who might be interested in
participating in the study. Several volunteered immediately to be
participants themselves. In addition, these former interns provided me with
two additional referrals, one opted to participate in the study, the other one
did not. I also contacted several colleagues who were professors at
community colleges for possible referrals. I received two referrals from this
process. One of them, who also was a former intern at my agency, had
already agreed to participate in the study. The second woman who had been
referred by a professor agreed to participate as well.
It turned out that four of the five women participants were known to
me prior to the study. I had not had contact with two of them for several
years prior to the study. The third woman I had seen infrequently since she
had left the agency as an intern. The fourth individual and I had contact via
my work setting on a regular basis as she was a volunteer worker in the
agency.
After contacting each of the women either by telephone or in person
and having them agree to participate in the study, I arranged to meet with
each of the women individually. In order to provide a comfortable situation

15
for each participant, they were asked where they would prefer to have the
interview take place. The options were, at their home, place of employment,
some neutral location, or in my office/home. I explained that I wanted to
have them reflect on their community college experience and how their lives
had changed since they went to the community college. In addition, I asked
them to reflect on whether they believed that any of the change was due to
their community college experience.
I met with each woman from one to three times individually over a
period of eight months, and then met with three of the five women in a focus
group. The individual interviews took place in different locations, based
upon the requests of the participants. The focus group was held at the
community college which they had all attended. All of the interviews and the
focus group were audio taped, transcribed, and analyzed. The interviews
were free flowing and somewhat unstructured in that I did not follow a
prescribed order of questions, but rather, allowed the women to tell their
stories in their order. In doing so, the areas that I had questions about, such
as what was your day like when you went to the community college? or who
or what influenced you the most when you went to school? were addressed in
their own words and time frames. What was startling about the interviews
was the need of all the women to use their own voice and tell their own story.
They were eager and willing participants.
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All identifying data has been altered in the writing of this study so as
to maintain the integrity of the identities of the women who participated in
the study. The names have been changed to assist in this endeavor. The
data collected will remain confidential in terms of who the women are.
I opted to limit the study to five women, due to the fact, that, as a
single researcher, conducting all aspects of the study, any more participants
would have made the process too cumbersome and overwhelming to organize
and analyze. It is the hope of this researcher that the study will be
replicated to seek additional knowledge and understanding of how
community college effects this student cohort, as well as, other student
cohorts.

Synopsis of the Study
The study took place over a period of eighteen months. During this
time, the participants were interviewed individually from one to three times.
Several of the women also participated in a focus group of study participants.
Coincidentally, the women all attended the same community college.
However, they did not attend any classes together. Two of the women did
attend the college at the same time. They recognized each other when they
attended the focus group. Although they had not known each other formally,
they knew that they had been at school at the same time and had spent time
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in the smoking room together. Two of the women were related as mother and
daughter.
The community college that they attended had campuses in three
different cities, therefore, the participants spent time on different campuses.
The college is located in an urban area characterized by high
unemployment, a culturally and ethnically diverse population, and a
moderate to high crime rate. All of the women live within fifteen miles of the
college and have remained in that general area all of their lives. Four of the
women in the study are white, one is biracial, of African American and white
heritage. Four of women graduated from the community college, one dropped
out.

Chapter Outlines
Chapter two provides the reader with an introduction to the
background of literature that informs the study. The literature that
addresses this particular population is very limited and therefore, it was
necessary to draw upon a variety of subjects that inform the study. Such
areas are, adult developmental theory, woman's studies, and various studies
of higher education, such as re-entry women, student life, and historical
perspectives.
In Chapter three the theoretical framework and methodology of the
study is outlined. I have chosen to examine the experience of these women
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and community college from the perspective of how they made sense of the
experience and how they continue to make sense of the experience, how it
continues to influence them in their daily life.
The theoretical framework that is used is symbolic interactionism.
Symbolic interactionism is an interpretive perspective which provides the
framework for understanding how these women place meaning on the
various objects in their lives and how this meaning-making process moves
them through the community college experience.
In the methodology section of this chapter, the actual procedures and
methods of the study will be discussed. This is a qualitative study designed
to have the focus emerge from the data.
Chapter four presents portraits of the participants.

It is here that the

reader can "hear" the women's voices and share in their concerns. This
chapter provides a detailed examination of the lives of the participants,
providing the reader the opportunity to learn about each woman, about what
it was like for each woman as she grew up, as she started her families, and
as she attended community college.
In Chapter five, the data analysis is presented and discussed. Here
the reader will discover how the process of making sense of the community
college experience unfolded in the lives of these women and how the
experience affected them.
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The following questions will be addressed:
Who or what do you feel influenced you before the time that you
were in community college?
Who or what do you feel influenced you during the time that you
were in community college?
How did you come to understand your role at community
college?
What was it like for you to attend the community college?
How does your community college experience continue to
influence you?
These questions and others are directed toward gaining an
understanding of how these women believe they experienced community
college and how that experience continues to influence them. Chapter five
explores the internal response of the women to community college experience
rather than their external response to it.

Summary

This is a qualitative study which uses the theoretical framework of
symbolic interactionism to understand the community college experience of
five welfare mothers. It seeks to discover new knowledge and information
about the processes of internalizing the experience and how the welfare
mothers discovered ways of understanding and assigning meaning to their
experience. Furthermore, it is a study which demonstrates both the long
term and short term effects of community college experience on the women

who participated in this study and consequently, provides implications for
recruitment, attrition, and support services for this particular cohort of
students.

CHAPTER II
LITERATURE THAT INFLUENCES THE STUDY
As a junior high school and high school student, I had always taken for
granted that I would attend college and perhaps even attend graduate school.
I never gave much thought to what college and graduate school really meant.
They were a part of my life and from an early age, I just instinctively knew
that I would attend. It was expected in my family, everybody went to college.
Consequently, when I read Barbara Solomon's (1985) book, "In The Company
of Educated Women", which is a history of women and higher education in
America from Colonial times to the present, I was struck by the role of
women in higher education. I began to think of the women who traveled the
pathway before me and gained a new respect for them and for the educated
women of today and tomorrow. It was then, that I began to understand that
higher education had much greater implications for women than I had ever
dreamed.
According to Solomon (1985) "Education has proven for some women to
be a path of social mobility...the educated, regardless of background are
privileged," and that importantly, "...education offers a process by which
women can learn to value their own thinking and themselves."
This study is an effort to understand the process that occurs within
higher education that enables women to value their thinking, as well to
understand, what the overall impact that the higher education experience
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has had on the women who participated in the study. As I first began to
think about how to approach this study, I initially thought that it would be a
simple task. It is a study about human behavior and touches upon many
different aspects of the participants' lives. Therefore, there are many
different disciplines and subsets that influence this study. The most logical
place to start was to examine higher education and the experience of women
who participated in it.

Women and Higher Education
Women's role in higher education has been documented by Solomon
(1985). The book presents insight into women's struggles to gain access to
institutions, what the collegiate experience was like for the women and the
effects of education on the women's life choices and finally, it discusses the
connection between the advancement of women in education and their
involvement with feminism. Solomon (1985) presents a comprehensive look
at women in higher education from the colonial days through the 1970's.

In

the past, education for women was viewed as being "utilitarian". It's purpose
was twofold. One, an educated women could provide instruction to her
children, thereby supporting Benjamin Rush, an advocate for schooling for
women in 1787, who promoted the idea that educated women were
"...essential to the well-being of the new nation..." as an educated women
could educate her children. Second, women's education became linked to its
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utility in the fact that for those women who did not marry, they would need
to be able to support themselves. Hence, teaching became an important
female mission in the years between 1750 - 1850 (Solomon, 1985). In these
times, higher education of women was generally limited to those individuals
who were particularly wealthy, and who were not expected to teach, but
rather, were expected to use their education to enhance their marriages
(Solomon, 1985). Early on, education served two functions for women, one
first being utilitarian, providing women with a vehicle for becoming selfsupporting. The second was gaining knowledge just to be able to "be a good
wife", to be able to carry on a conversation, and to be supportive to a
husband's career.
According to Solomon (1985),
Women, whether as students, teachers, or scholars, were part of the
intellectual and social processes that modernized higher education.
Certainly the evolving academic curriculum would have been less rich
without the female presence.
This "female presence" was influential in providing an impetus for
women's schools to flourish and providing fuel to the debate over what
curriculum needs females might have. Fueled by a liberal education, women
who became involved in higher education were more likely to become
involved in the feminist fight, questioning what role they might play in
society. They could be found fighting for gender equality, and accessibility,
to traditionally male professions (Solomon, 1985). Change did not come

24
easily, as recent as the 1950's to 1960's, women seeking admission to
traditionally male disciplines, such as law, medicine, or business, found that
access for them was difficult. They had to be more qualified than their male
counterpart. Married women seeking admission on a part time basis found
it most difficult to enroll in higher education (Solomon, 1985). They were
held to a different standard than the men who were applying.
As a result of women being involved in higher education, women
became more interested, and involved in advocating for education for all
women not just the wealthy. Consequently, more women looked to higher
education for training in the professions. The introduction of the community
college to the higher education system provided easy access for women to
higher education (Rabinowitz, 1982; Cohen & Brawer, 1989; Mendleshon,
1980, 1989; McGrath & Spear, 1991). Solomon (1985) states that,
...the community colleges, supported primarily by government funding,
made it possible for poor women to consider the option of higher
education....and that, the women's movement became, indirectly a
catalyst for the enormous increase in women students at two year
colleges...By 1980, approximately one-third of collegians were
twenty-five years or older and most of these were women. Moreover,
the proportion of those who were thirty-five years or older rose to 12.3
percent in 1979.
Although Solomon (1985) reviews the historical perspective of women
in higher education, she merely suggests what the experience was like for the
students. Her focus is more on the institution of higher education, and how
it changed as the result of women taking part in it. She presents historical
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evidence regarding this phenomenon, reviewing the demographics of the
women who attended college and what their goals were in attending college.
There is little attention given to the process of learning, or the experience of
the women beyond their goal setting and achievement.
Hulbert and Tickton Shuster (1993) present a more in depth view of
the lives of educated women of the past one hundred years, paying particular
attention to how the college experience impacted on the women who attended
college in the 20th century. They examine research done on fifteen different
groups of women who participated in longitudinal studies. Many were
started during the time that the women were in college. Each study took
place in at a different college and during a different time period. The women
were interviewed on several different occasions to review their status.
Hulbert and Tickton Shuster (1993) approached their work from an
interpretive perspective and found that human development and behavior
occur within an ever evolving societal context. Therefore, as the women
participated in higher education, they experienced continual personal growth
directly related and embedded in the societal context in which they found
themselves at that given time. Furthermore, upon closer examination, the
history of educated women encompasses a number of economic and
sociobiological developments which have substantial influence on how
women make choices about their lives (Solomon, 1985; Hulbert, 1993).
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As Hulbert (1993) reports, increased life expectancy, coupled with a
*

reduction in fertility provide women with more time to work outside the
home and has provided greater opportunity for women to achieve an
education. Consequently, the "traditional" female role, that of working at
home, raising the children, and being the primary caretaker of the family,
has been replaced with a new female role which combines work and
education with family obligations. These changes have caused strain in the
traditional culture of femininity. In addition, the increased educational
levels of women have been identified as increasing participation of women in
the work force (Mendleshon, 1980; 1989; Megarian, 1984). According to
Hulbert (1993), this increase in participation in the work force by women has
been linked to their having a sense of greater self confidence and autonomy.
The tables have turned somewhat, as now it is the homemaker, who becomes
defensive when asked what her occupation is, rather than the women who
works outside the home. Hulbert (1993) reports that women in multiple
roles, such as homemaker, mother, worker, or student, albeit it stressful at
times, are overall satisfied with the different roles that they are involved
with (Jacobi, 1987).
Women's experience in higher education has been one which is still
evolutionary. In the colonial days, women who attended college were
generally older than what is considered now to be the traditional age for
attending college. According to Solomon (1985) the average age of the
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woman college graduate in the 1890's was twenty-nine years old. Although
the age of women at college graduation continued to decline over the years to
age twenty-one years, it is now on the rise again. This is due to the change
in the demographics of higher education. More older people are returning to
school. This is particularly true of women who seek out higher education as
a vehicle for change in their life (Mendleshon, 1980, 1989; Megarian, 1991;
Mahoney & Undersign; O'Connor & Assume, 1985).

Women. Self Perception, and Education
Weilert & Dusseldorp (1983) examined the changes in self perception
that occurred in women who returned to school. The women were from
varying socioeconomic levels, and attended different educational programs.
They found that returning to school, "...indeed precipitates changes in self
perception...", and that the women viewed themselves from different
perspectives than they had prior to entering college. The women reported
that they believed that, after having gone to college, that they had more to
offer both themselves, and their families. They viewed themselves as having
more information to share with their families, being more competent in their
day to day duties within the household and more responsible overall.
Karen (1990) conducted a study which looked at self perception and
development of older women students attending the community college. The
focus of this study was, how returning women students attending the
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community college undergo a change in self-perception. Like Weilert &
Dusseldorp (1983), Karen (1990) found that the women as they participated
in higher education, developed a sense of being more powerful as a person,
and gained a sense of greater competence. In the Karen (1990) study, many
of the women were initially seeking to "find" themselves, that is, to reach a
personal understanding of themselves, to be able to differentiate themselves
from others, for example, viewing oneself as "Tommy's Mom", and becoming
"Mary". Karen (1990) also found that the women experienced a
"connectedness" to others within the academic setting and that this sense of
being "connected" with others was very important to the overall process of
feeling competent and successful. Also, the students involved in Karen's
study reported an overall "love" for learning in general. They relished in the
process of the learning, the interaction with the other students and
professors, as well as with the subject matter itself. The experience of
learning became a motivating factor to them. They looked forward to the
challenge of learning new information and sharing it with others.

Reentry Women Students
The term "re-entry student" is generally used to describe only women
students who are defined as "older students" who return to college after a
long period of absence from education. Usually, she is older than twenty-five
years of age, and most likely, she is closer to being "middle-aged"
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(Mendleshon, 1980, 1989; Twombly, 1990; Gilbert, 1984; Weilert & Van
Dusseldorp, 1983; and Mahoney & Anderson, 1988). Research has shown
that "reentry" students come to college for a variety of reasons. Most often,
they have experienced a life crisis, which precipitates their making the
decision to return to school (Mahoney & Anderson, 1988; and Mendleshon,
1980, 1989).
The experience of the reentry women at college has been examined
regarding what the motivation was for her to reenter school by Mendleshon
(1980; 1989), as well as, by Mahoney & Anderson (1988). They found that for
most of the women, the decision was precipitated by a special need that they
had, be it economic, or personal.
Studies which examine "reentry women students", in particular, were
done by Mendleshon (1980,1989). She interview many women who returned
to community college after being away from school for many years. The
majority of the women that she interviewed had children who were
dependant upon them. Her primary focus was on the decision making
process that each of the women utilized to decide to return to college. She
sought to understand first, on what basis, and how they set their goals
regarding their attending college, and finally whether they, the student, felt
they had attained the goals that they had set for themselves. Mendleshon
(1980,1989) discovered that many of the women made the decision to enter
college as the aftermath of a personal crisis. In some instances, the crisis
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was not as dramatic as others, but nonetheless, the individual viewed the
crisis as being serious.
The Mendleshon (1980,1989) studies include information on reentry
women students who were not welfare mothers at the time that they were at
the community college. In fact, that particular population was only a very
small, insignificant portion of the number of women whom Mendleshon
interviewed.
The women in this study were welfare mothers at the time that they
entered the community college. There is little written which focuses on the
experience of these women as they attended college. There have been several
studies done which focus on the career development of welfare mothers who
attend the community college in order to receive training in a particular field
and then secure employment. These studies focus on the employability of the
participants, or effectiveness of programs in securing employment, for their
participants (Bauer, 1989; Megarian, 1984; Twombly, 1990; and Weidman,
1984).
Megarian (1984) states that,
...[the welfare mother] has little in common with the traditional,
middle-class college student, and perhaps even less with her fellow
women on campus. Women in college have tended to be from higher
socioeconomic levels than their male counterparts...[welfare mother]
may be poorly served by the programs aimed at the traditional female
student, and may feel alienated in programs designed to support
female students...
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Lois Weiss (1985) examined the community college experience of
welfare mothers who were black. She sought to discover the reasons black
urban women attended the community college and what they hoped to gain
from their experience. She examined their experience from the perspective of
their urban culture and unequal status as black women.
Many of the studies which examine the welfare mothers experience at
college focus upon the institutional aspects of the experience. They tend to
focus on the "success" of the student by offering as a measure of success, the
completion of the program. Furthermore, often they consider the fact that
the individual is employed regardless of whether the employment is in her
chosen field. The issue is reducing the welfare rolls. They do not provide any
insight into the actual experience or how the experience actually impacts
upon the participants beyond their becoming employed (Megarian, 1985;
Twombly, 1990; Weidman & White, 1984; and Gilbert, 1984).
Community college statistics indicate that 50% of the full time
enrollment are women and that 60% of the part time students are women
(Twombly, 1990).

According to many researchers, women who did not attend

college immediately after high school were not expected to come to college. It
was community college with it's open access, low cost, and close proximity,
which attracted women who were older, nontraditional students to began to
attend college.

However, community college was unprepared for this influx

of new students (Rabinowitz, 1982). This new influx of students caused the
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community college to rethink its position in higher education (Rabinowitz,
1982).
Originally, the function of the community college was as Cohen and
Brawer (1987) stated, "...to serve as a link between the lower schools and
establishments of higher learning...a vessel from which students transfer to
the liberal arts college...". This function continues to one of its primary ones,
however, the colleges have adopted many additional roles due to the change
in the needs of their students. In many community colleges, programs are
offered which are certificate programs leading to employment. Such
programs are extremely attractive to the non-traditional student such as the
reentry women who is seeking to change her lifestyle and become
independent (Bauer, 1989; Cohen & Brawer, 1987, 1989; Gadzera, 1988;
Mendleshon, 1980, 1989; McGrath, 1991, and Megarian, 1985).
Open access brings to the community college its own set of problems.
According to McGrath (1991),
The educational problem of nontraditionality is not really primarily a
problem of low skills, or spotty previous high school achievement, or
low income, or family responsibility...overwhelmingly, they come from
backgrounds which have not prepared them to identify with, or even
recognize the central values and practices of academic life, and which
have not provided adequate models of intellectual activity. They do
not take themselves seriously as learners of something worth learning,
but rather see themselves engaged in a certification process in which
credits are "accumulated" and requirements are unreasonable
obstacles placed in their path. Often they come from backgrounds
which do not value controversy and debate, so that they tend to reduce
reasoned inquiry and principled dispute to just "matters of opinion".
Many also have little sense of controlling their lives; they see
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themselves as having little command of the resources that might
improve their prospects.
The question that comes to mind is, given the above, how is it that
many of the women who do attend the community college, as a nontraditional student, as a reentry student, succeed, make it through the class
work, and go on to be employed in her chosen field? What is it about the
experience, or the women's interpretation of the experience that allows them
to overcome the adversity that McGrath (1991) discusses? To better
understand how the women do manage to come to understand the community
college experience, and to become a part of that experience, it is necessary to
explore the role that women's development plays in facilitating her
understanding and response to the college experience.

Women's Developmental Theory
The issue of women's development came to this study in a very direct
way as the women described to me how they believed that they had changed,
not only in the way in which they "do" things, but also, in the way they think
about things. As I listened to their life histories, I was struck by the insight
that they had regarding their personal development and how they talked not
only about their adulthood, but their adolescence as well; a time which
impacted greatly on their development and life choices. Consequently, I
found that it was important to have an understanding of what women's
developmental theory is and how it related to the women in the study.
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During the last decade there has been much written about women's
development. Carol Gilligan (1980) in her book, "In a Different Voice"
documents how women are different from men in the way in which they
approach their decision making in their moral world. That is, in the way
that they think things through and approach situations in their lives. In
order to gain insight into how women come to make their decisions, Gilligan
has continued to study women’s meaning making. However, she has reached
out to younger women, adolescent women. In particular,
she has explored why girls do not seem to be as confident as boys in
adolescence (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Mann, 1994).
Girls start out as Mann (1994) states,
...full of enthusiasm, ready to climb. They start, as a matter of fact,
with measurably more enthusiasm and aptitude than do little boys.
They have a developmental edge over boys from birth, and they score
higher on standardized tests at the beginning of their education than
boys do. They are generally more mature and ready to learn. But
then something happens....when they leave high school, they are
convinced that they have far fewer options about what they can do in
life than boys feel they have. Somewhere along the trip up the ladder
to adulthood, girls get their fingers stepped on and they quit climbing.
This pattern of "quitting" or just melting into the background of life
was one which the women followed.

Mann (1994) found that many of the

adult women with whom she talked about their adolescence described it with
painful recollections of "...a sense of loss of self, a silencing of their voice, a
loss of confidence and of identity". A similar phenomenon occurred in the
women with whom I talked. Several of the participants experienced
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adolescence as a very difficult time in their lives. They became distanced not
only from their families, but also, from school, and four out of the five women
who participated in the study dropped out of high school. Consequently,
although this is not a study about adolescence, it is important to understand
how the women view their adolescence and how this time period impacted on
the way in which they would later interact in college. Their attitudes about
education were formed during that time period and their perception of
whether they could succeed in education was also formed.

CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE
STUDY
I have chosen the qualitative method of inquiry for this study. This
methodology due to its evolving nature and flexible boundaries (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Marshall & Rossman, 1989) is best suited to form the structure
of this inquiry. My intent in this study is to discover how welfare mother
students experience community college and how this experience has had an
impact upon their lives. To achieve the richness in description needed to
provide insight into such meaning making and development, it was
important to permit the participants to identify their own focus rather than
my pre-defining what the focus should be.
An integral component of the research design, in keeping with the
qualitative methodology was to allow for and encourage, the flow of
information to emerge spontaneously from the inquiry. In order to achieve
this, each participant was asked to reflect upon her past experiences,
recalling even the minute details of that experience. The intent of the
inquiry was to obtain what Geertz (1972) calls "thick and rich" descriptions of
the events of their lives.
The qualitative approach to inquiry is supported by the axioms or
beliefs of the naturalistic paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall &
Rossman, 1989) which is that the inquiry is based upon multiple realities
both that of the participants and researcher. Consequently, their
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interactions even as the inquiry is taking place continue to shape how each
views the information. Therefore, there is continued meaning-making on the
part of the participants as they revisit their experience and reflect upon the
affect that it may have had on them. The nature of qualitative inquiry is
that it is emergent in nature and that the information flows from the data of
the gained during the inquiry.
This inquiry is "context-bound", that is, it addresses only the
experience of the five women who participated in the study. This is not a
generalizable study which seeks to describe how all welfare mothers who are
students would respond to community college; it addresses only the
experience of the five women who participated. Even so, there may be
certain implications about the experience which could be of interest to a
variety of individuals who work with similar groups of women at community
college. The study provides the reader with a clear and detailed account of
how, and in what ways, the experience has impacted on the five women in
the study.

Research Design
The research design centers on individual in-depth phenomenological
interviews with the participants, during which the participants provide
information in a narrative form using a "life history" approach.
Phenomenological interviews are designed include not only data, but also,
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sensory aspects of an experience. Additionally, information was gathered
from a focus group of several of the participants. The individual interviews
took place over a period of one and one-half years. The focus group was held
after all the participants had completed their individual interviews. In
addition to meeting with the participants for interviews, three of the five
women took the researcher on a guided "tour" of the community college.
During the tour, each woman was asked to revisit her first day at the college,
to experience walking through the doors for the first time again. To describe
in detail what she did on that first day, how she felt, where she went, and
with whom she spoke. She was asked to reflect upon her initial expectations
of that first day and how she viewed the community college on that day.
Each of the woman who participated in the tour component of data gathering
showed the researcher the various classrooms that she had classes in, as well
as, other locations in the building that were significant to her such as the
library, cafeteria, work study job site, smoking room, and offices of
professors/ instructors.
In addition, the participants were asked to revisit specific events
during the course of her community college experience such as graduation
day and to describe what it was like for her.
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Selection of Participants
Gaining entry into the setting was not an issue for this study. This
was due to the fact that I was not attempting to work within an organization,
but with individuals. In addition, the process of "convenient sampling"
(Lincoln & Guba, 1975; Marshall & Rossman, 1989) was used. I capitalized
on the fact that I had worked with several women who fit the criteria in the
past and decided to contact them directly. Consequently, the selection
process was made easier as there was a high level of trust of the researcher
built into it as many of the participants were known to me prior to the time of
the study. In addition, because several of the women with whom I had prior
involvement had made recommendations for other individuals to participate,
the trust that existed between us was extended to include the new
participants.
Another aspect of the "convenience sampling" was that it was a
voluntary involvement on the part of all participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Marshall & Rossman, 1989). Primarily I worked "informal" channels such as
"word of mouth" to obtain referrals for participants. I solicited perspective
referrals from four different areas. First, I utilized my own network. I
contacted former student interns to gain suggestions for perspective
participants. Second, I contacted professional colleagues, other probation
officers who were intern coordinators and may have worked with welfare
mother students to get referrals. Fourth, I contacted professors and
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instructors from the community college directly. Fifth, I contacted the
director of a special program for reentry women a local community college
and lastly, I solicited suggestions from the participants themselves.
As a result, three of the participants were former student interns from
the agency that I work for (one of which had also been referred by a professor
as well), one, was referred by another participant, and one was referred by
the Director of the community college program for reentry women. Two of
the participants are related, they are mother and daughter.
Although not the intent of the study or a requirement for participation
in the study all of the women attended the same community college. This
phenomenon is due primarily to the utilization of a "convenience sampling"
and the methodology implemented by the researcher to identify perspective
participants. This adds an unsolicited dimension to the study by providing
insight into how these women perceived this particular community college's
response to them as students.

Criteria for Participation

The criteria for participation in the study was:
*
*
*

Welfare mother during the time that she attended community
college
Children in her custody
Attended community college for a minimum of two consecutive
semesters
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Data Gathering

The data gathering component of the study consisted of three different
approaches. The first component consisted of a series of individual in depth
phenomenological interviews between the women and the researcher. The
interviews were designed to encourage reflection and on-going meaning
making. Each participant was asked to closely examine what her life was
like at three different time periods; the first time prior to her attending
community college; the second time period was during the time she attended
community college; and lastly the time period from the time she left
community college to the time of the study.
The intent of the interviews was to gain as much information, in the
greatest detail as possible, about their life histories. The intention was to
gain a richly detailed account of their individual experiences and struggles.
The original intent of the design was that each one of the women
would be interviewed individually three times. This was changed due to the
fact that in two of the cases, there was sufficient information gained in fewer
interviews. Consequently, the focus of interviews became on what
information was obtained, rather than on maintaining a prescribed number
of interviews.
The second component of data gathering consisted of the participants
taking the researcher on a "tour" of the community college. Throughout the
tour, special attention was paid not only to physical plant, but also to the
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feelings and special knowledge that the participant felt as she walked
through the school corridors once again.
The third data gathering component of the study was that of a focus
group. Several of the participants took part in a focus group subsequent to
their completing their individual interviews. The purpose of the focus group
was to provide an arena for the women to share their ideas, concerns,
experiences, and interests with other women and illicit new information
about their experience.

Interview Structure
The interviews were not based on a series of questions and answers,
but rather upon an integrative model (Douglas, 1985) which required the
interviewer to utilize a variety of appropriate strategies which resulted in
optimizing cooperation and comfort on the part of all parties. The interviews
were structured to be client centered (Rogers, 1977a, 1977b; Corey, 1977; &
Carkuff, 1975) and purposefully designed to allow the participants the
freedom to move in any direction of content that had meaning for them. The
role of the researcher was primarily to listen, to provide direction in the
advent that the participant became frustrated, to provide gatekeeping in the
advent that the participant wandered too far afield in her thoughts, and to
offer clarification when needed. Consequently, the content and sequence of
the content of the interviews varied widely. However, the actual topics
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discussed and explored relating to community college experience were similar
from one interview to the next.
The number of interviews per participant varied depending upon the
need and availability of additional information. Each interview lasted a
minimum of 1.5 hours, with a maximum of 4.5 hours. The interviews were
scheduled at the convenience of the participants and at a location selected by
them. The purpose of this was to provide the most comfortable setting
available to them. Two of the participants requested that the interviews take
place in their homes, saying that they would feel more comfortable there.
Two of the women came to my home/office, while one of the women opted for
a neutral location.
At the beginning of each interview, the participant had the
opportunity to return to the subject matter of the previous interview and
discuss it further if she desired. Overall, the interviews were lively and
fruitful. The women were eager to share their life histories with me.

Focus Group
The design of the focus group was that of a traditional focus group as
described by Morgan (1980). It consisted of several of the participants and
the researcher. The discussion was led by the researcher who asked specific
questions of the participants. In addition, the discussion was at times also
free flowing guided by the direction of the interest of the participants. The
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topic of discussion of the focus group was centered on their community
college experience and how the participants perceived it has affected their
lives. Three of the five participants attended the focus group which was held
at community college that the participants had attended. The purpose of the
focus group was twofold, one, to give the participants who had not
participated in community college tour component of the inquiry the
opportunity to revisit the school, and two, to have the participants discuss
with others what their experience had been like and therefore possibly
initiating similar experiences or memories or experiences that they had
previously forgotten and therefore generating additional data for the study.
An interesting, but unplanned, development in the focus group was
the fact that the classroom that we were assigned for the group was the same
room in which two of the women began their community college experience.
Returning to the room for both the women evoked a flooding recall of events
that occurred in the room, especially on their first day. One of the women
just stood with her back against the wall for several minutes just staring at
the room, she was speechless, totally engrossed with her memories and
feelings. Conducting the focus group in this particular room was most
productive as it provided the impetus for the opening of the discussion in a
way that was much more personal and meaningful that any group leader
could have facilitated. It definitely served to be an important component to
the focus group and caused the group to move in a direction that may not
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have occurred had we been assigned to a conference room or another
classroom.
The subject matter discussed in the focus group was varied and
basically was driven by the group itself. The level of participation was
extremely high. As a matter of fact, when it came time to end the group at
the appointed time, the participants requested that they be permitted to
remain another hour to continue the discussion. They were disappointed and
reluctant to leave when the extra hour came to an end.

Data Management
All of the interviews, community college tours, and the focus group
session were audio-taped. Each one of the tapes was transcribed onto a
computer and subsequently print-outs of the interviews were obtained.
The process of coding of the interviews was as follows. Each transcript
was read several times and then they were reviewed for emerging themes
and patterns. After each one of the interviews was reviewed, it was then
compared to the others to determine if other woman had experienced similar
themes and patterns. Once a theme or pattern was identified, a category was
established, for example, "Relationship to Self' and the various examples of
each category were then organized together.
There were several categories that emerged:
*
*

Relationship with self
Relationship with children
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*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Conflict
Self-esteem issues
Relationship with others [family, friends, lovers]
Major event related to decision to enter community college
Sense of "connectedness" to community college
Self doubt: "I'm a fake"
Goals and direction

Each of these areas were then examined in their relationship with how
the women came to understand how their community college experience had
an impact upon them. How did they come to know how to act, what to do,
and what parts of community college experience did they feel was important
to them. For instance, why did they decide that they wanted to get good
marks? If they did attach importance to good grades, why?
In order to organize the materials in a meaningful way and to discover
what the process of meaning making had been for the women, I used the
theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism.

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework that I am using as a means to
understanding the experience that the women had as they attended
community college is that of symbolic interactionism. Symbolic
Interactionism is a theory which emerges from the field of social psychology.
It is a theoretical framework that is interpretive in nature and asserts that
"meaning making" or understanding one's world is an ongoing fluid process
that is dependent upon the individuals in the situation assigning commonly
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shared and agreed upon meaning to the various objects within the situation.
Symbolic interactionism is founded upon the principles of George Herbert
Mead who was a pragmatist. The pragmatic philosophy holds that
knowledge is continuous and that the "reality of the world is not merely
something "out there", waiting to be discovered by us, but is actively created
as we act in and toward the world" (Hewitt, 1991). Mead believed that
human action resulted not simply from one's ability to respond to
environmental stimuli, but rather in one's ability to interpret the "inner
experience" of the mind while accounting for the environmental stimuli, and
the social structure of one's world (Hewitt, 1991, 1989; Callero, 1986).
Symbolic Interactionism is founded upon three major premises offered
by Blumer (1986):
1)
2)
3)

Human beings act towards things on the basis of their meaning.
Meaning is derived from, or arises out of social interaction.
Meaning is handled, and modified, through an interpretive
process of the individual.

Through the interpretive process, all things are assigned meaning, these
things or "objects" provide the foundation upon which shared meaning is
constructed.
The concept of "objects" is central to the theory of symbolic interaction
and can take on a variety of entities, such as concrete "things" like furniture,
cars, clothes, the things can be measured or weighed, and abstract "things"
like love, goals, deadlines, and expectations, things which cannot be
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measured or weighed. They consist of feelings or concepts. People are also
objects in any given situation. According to symbolic interactionism, we act
toward people and also toward one's self in any situation. Therefore, when
one is involved in any situation, there are a multitude of different
components that they must be aware of and address.

Role Construction
Symbolic interactionism theory holds that each individual has a
variety of "roles" that they "act out" in the course of their life and even in the
course of each day. These "roles" are determined by the specific situation
that one finds oneself in at any given time. For instance, as I sit and write
these words, I am a graduate student. I have come to understand that I
should behave in certain ways as a graduate student. I go to the library, I
read books, I attend classes, I ask questions, I meet with other students to
discuss what I am learning in class. Earlier today, in my role as a mother, I
had to help my son get dressed for preschool, brush his teeth, prepare his
breakfast, pack up his backpack and even provide consolation when he fell
down and bumped his knee. At work, I was a "worker", completing the tasks
assign to me, directing other staff, planning meetings and doing things that
are part of my work situation. In the evening, as a friend, I sat and listened
to a friend tell me about what was important in her life at this time, I offered
suggestions and advice. We laughed and joked together. All these "roles" are
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examples of the different ways in which I approach, and function, in
particular situations depending upon how I believe I am expected to behave
at any given time and situation. I always have my different roles with me,
that of mother, student, worker, friend, wife, and so forth, but I do not always
utilize them at one time. They are separate roles that are used in specific
situations. There may be times, however, when I will use some of the skills
that I have for one of my roles in another role. For example, as a mother, I
may use my skills as a social worker to pursue special educational services
for my child. I know how to search out appropriate resources, how to request
services and how to monitor the delivery of the services in my role as a social
worker. Consequently, my role of being a social worker may overlap with the
role of mother in this situation. I have chosen to enhance my mother role
with my social worker skills. Likewise, as a worker, when I am faced with a
young child who is very upset and crying, I may choose to use some of my
mothering skills to try to assist the child with whatever is bothering him or
her.
Symbolic interactionism theory states that meaning making is an on¬
going process, we are constantly interpreting and making sense of our world
as we interact with it. We do not always know how to respond to a situation,
especially if we have never been in that particular situation previously.
Consequently, each new situation brings with it the opportunity for the
individual to interpret what the appropriate behavior is for that situation
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and to then implement the behavior. This is accomplished through the use of
communication, assignment of shared meaning of the objects within the
situation, and the interpretation of the situation in relation to the past
experiences that the individual has had with similar experiences. In any
given situation, an individual's response is based on the response that she
believes the other person with whom she is interacting is expecting from her.
For example, in my role as a student, I would not reach out and fix my
male professor's shirt collar that had popped out from beneath his sweater. I
would however, in my role as a mother, fix my son's shirt collar without
hesitation. My professor does not expect me to fix his collar, whereas my son
does. If I were to reach out arid adjust my professor's collar, a certain
amount of meaning-making would take place. He would initiate his
"meaning making process" and would begin to "interpret" what it was that I
meant when I fixed the collar. Was it a simple reactionary behavior to the
fact that his collar was astray? Or, was it intended to send a message that
perhaps I might be interested in him on a more personal level? Could it have
been the fact that he was about to be photographed, or step up on stage to
receive an award and the intent was to have him look neat? These are
examples of different meanings that are the result of a my response in a
given situation.
The symbolic interactionist believes that individuals adjust to each
situation and are constantly changing their interpretation of the situation.
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We use the information that we have gained through our interactions in
other situations. We draw upon our past experiences and interactions in
order to develop and coordinate our reactions in present situations. We
respond to situations in a way in which we think that the other people
involved expect us to behave. It becomes problematic when the individual is
not familiar with a particular situation and must find a way to understand
what is expected of him or her in that situation.
There are times, however, when one does not have a clear
understanding of what is expected of him or her. Therefore, it is necessary
for one to assess the situation and utilize various responses that one has
used in the past in similar situations. For instance, as I travel across the
country on a vacation, I may stop into different churches to attend worship
services. I have an understanding of how I am to respond in church because
I have attended church before. What is different is that the different
churches that I visit in my travels possess their own unique culture. For
example, one church that I stop at is more formal. All the parishioners are
dressed in their "Sunday Best". The men have on ties, white shirts and suits,
the ladies are in dresses and hats. All the children are dressed similarly; the
girls in crinoline dressy dresses and the boys smaller versions of their Dad's
suits. The music is traditional organ music and there is total silence in the
church except for the times when the congregation is expected to read a
specific response. The next stop is in a church where the parishioners are

52
very casually dressed. The men have on casual pants and sport tops, the
women are in pants and sweaters. There isn't a hat to be seen in the entire
church. The children are dressed in a more casual fashion, clearly sneakers,
and not shiny patent leather shoes, are the appropriate footwear for the
young crowd. There is a folk singer singing the hymns and the mood is open
and casual. People greet each other with great friendship and warmth. One
can hear the chatter of small children who have grown exasperated at their
containment on such a sunny summer day. Yet there is no "hushing'' going
on, and the children's chatter blends into the sounds of the service.
I experienced two very different situations, however, they share a
common element in the fact that they are both churches. I know then that
there will be someone up front who is the leader of the service. He or she will
do most of the talking and I know that I am supposed to respond at various
intervals. However, in one church, I stand very still, very straight, and sing
very quietly, almost just mouthing the words. I do not stop to talk with the
other people attending the service, I just move away from the church to my
car. In the other church I find the leader standing up front, who will do most
of the talking, but I find that I am relaxed as I listen. I sing loudly, clearly,
and perhaps even a little off key, as do those around me. After the service,
the leader stands outside cheerfully and warmly greeting all who attended
the service. I make it a point to introduce myself to her and to thank her for
the service. I find myself lingering, walking slowly to the car, and I make eye
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contact with the other parishioners and exchanging greetings as they too
head for their cars. I experience two very different reactions in similar
situations, based on what my perception was of how the other people in the
situation expected me to behave.
Each day, in our lives we continually made adjustments in our
behavior based upon what it is that we believe others around us expect us to
do. We adjust to what we believe is the "accepted" behavior in any given
situation. What is of interest is, how is it that we know what is "accepted"?

Culture
Generally when we think of "culture" we often think of our heritage, of
family celebrations involving customs that we were exposed to and practiced
as we grew up. Culture, however, can apply to organizations and situations.
The culture of the organization or situation is what defines the "acceptable"
behavior in that organization or situation. Symbolic interactionism holds
that our past experiences of interactions in various situations provide us
with that knowledge, that by our interacting and behaving in any situation,
we learn what is acceptable by the responses of those around us and then
incorporate that behavior into our personal repertoire. The question which
comes to mind then is, does the situation or the individual define the
appropriate behavior? They are in fact interwoven and dependent upon each
other. For instance, returning to my example of the different experiences
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attending church, if I had sung enthusiastically and extended myself to the
other parishioners in the conservative church, two reactions might have been
likely. The first, might have been utter disbelief on the part of the other
church goers resulting in my ostracism. The second may have been utter
disbelief, and then acceptance. In fact, if my behavior had been accepted, it
may well have unfolded that others around me might have emulated my
behavior by singing just a bit louder than usual, or greeting people that they
normally did not. In the second scenario, the outcome of my exuberance
might well have been responsible for an adjustment in the future of the
behavior of the parishioners. They may have become more enthusiastic and
approachable.

Meaning Making
The process of "coming to know" is central to symbolic interactionism.
How is it that people "come to know" that "things" have names and meaning
attached to them? When one finds oneself in a new and unfamiliar situation,
how does one begin to understand the situation? How does one come to
assign importance to certain "objects" within the situation? As young
children, we are told what certain objects within our environment are and
what their purpose and use may be. We learn that a chair is called a chair
and that we are to sit on it. Consequently, when someone uses a chair to
stand on to change a light bulb in the ceiling fixture, we become confused.
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The chair is being used for a purpose other than what we understood that it
was for. At that point, we must rethink what the purpose of a chair is and
expand our definition to include "used to stand on when changing light bulb
in the ceiling fixture".
Throughout life, according to symbolic interactionism, we continually
adjust our reality and our understanding of our world. We learn new
meaning through our interactions with other people and expand our
understanding of the world around us and the expectations of us that others
have of us with each new different situations that we find ourselves in.
Therefore, as I am constructing my perception of any given situation based
on my past experiences and information that I have accumulated, so too are
the other individuals who are experiencing the same situation. In essence
then, in any given situation, there is not one reality. Rather, each situation
consists of the multiple realities of the individuals in that situation. All of
the participants have their own perception of what was happening, of what
their role was in the event and what the outcome of the event was. Each
perception is based upon how the individual has interpreted the event
according to his or her past experiences and accumulated information.
This study seeks to understand, through the use of symbolic
interactionism perspective, how these five welfare mothers came to
understand, participate in, and utilize their community college experience.
Attending community college was a new experience for each one of the

women, how was it that they were able to adjust to this to situation?

How

did the women in this study come to understand what was expected of them
as students in community college? How and what do they assign the label
"important" or place value on? Why do they place value and importance on
it? What is the "culture" of community college as viewed from their
perspective? And lastly, what was the experience like for them. What
factors influenced them? These are the questions that this study addresses.
It is not enough to consider only the role of the individual or culture of
this situation to achieve an understanding of how an individual interacts
with a given situation. There are other factors that affect the way in which
individuals interact in any given situation. Factors such as self esteem and
motivation are a necessary part of the process. They come together with
other components such as ethnicity, age, religious background, education,
and gender to form the "self identity" of an individual. Furthermore, it is
one's sense of self that provides them with the incentive or inspiration to act.
People's actions are based on their self identity, self-esteem and motivation,
as well as the culture of the situation and the role that they are expected to
play in that given situation. If one cannot view oneself in a particular role,
then it is virtually impossible for them to take on that perspective or role.
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Self
According to Hewitt (1991), the mainstay of symbolic interactionism is
the "acquisition of self. Hewitt states that this "...ties the individual to the
group and makes the group a part of the person being created" [p.109]. It is a
sequential process and therefore, each stage builds upon the previous one.
Symbolic interactionism holds that the meaning of self is dependent upon the
way in which others react to it, how others expect one to act, and the culture
itself.
Each individual has certain meaning attached to them by others and
this is what defines for them the value and content of their self. There are
certain characteristics that are placed on us by other people's perceptions, for
example, I might say," Diane is kind and considerate" and that "Ryan is
very smart young man". My perception and expectation is that when I see
Diane again that she will be "kind and considerate" of me and that Ryan will
have continued to be "smart" in his approach to his school work. Therefore,
when I greet Diane, I am kind and considerate as well. Likewise, when I
interact with Ryan, I do so in a manner which reflects my perception of him,
that he will be able to understand what I am talking about and that perhaps
I may even look to him for input. He responds accordingly. He is interested
in what I talk about. He asks questions and responds to my questions with
thoughtful answers. In sum, people act in the manner that they perceive
they are expected too. Consequently, whatever one does, is dependent upon
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the reaction of the individuals with whom they are interacting. All of us
have an understanding of how we are supposed to act in various situations.
This is called our "situated" identity. We may be a student in one situation, a
shopper in another, and a worker in another. We come to understand how
we are to act within that particular situation by looking to others in that
situation to define our behavior for us. Therefore, self-definition is shaped by
social definitions of how we are expected to act in any given situation
(Hewitt, 1991).
As we approach our lives, we bring with us a history of different events
and situations in which we have participated. Each one of these experiences
provides us with information that we bring with us to the next situation. We
constantly try to assign meaning and connect the things from our past
experiences to out present experiences.
According to symbolic interactionism, the self is divided into three
components, identity; or how people experience themselves. In other words,
how they perceive themselves and where they "fit" in social life. This identity
is comprised of two subsets, one is social identity, the other is personal
identity.
Social identity refers to how an individual views himself or herself in
the context of his or her community. A community can be large or small. It
is based upon how the individual defines it. For instance, I may actually be a
member of different "communities" all of which comprise a larger community.
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We may choose to identify with one community at one time and another at a
different time. For example, as a student, one might identify his or her
school as the community. On another occasion, that same individual may
choose to identify with his or her church and what it means to be of that
particular religion. When that student goes to another area to visit, he or she
might well identify with the city or town that he or she is from. Different
situations, different identifications with community. The second area within
identity is that of "personal" identity. This revolves around developing a
unique identity, different from others and a beginning of a development of
separateness and of a unique and differentiated self.
Each one of us also has to negotiate our self-image. This consists of
the various characteristics, qualities and attributes that people possess. As
we view ourselves, and these various qualities, we develop images of
ourselves. The self-image allows us to act in ways that we believe we are
supposed to. It serves as a "gatekeeper" and urges us on whenever we need
to be cheered on. According to Hewitt (1991), culture provides the important
qualities to which we aspire. The culture of the individual's community
provides the framework from which he or she attributes certain qualities to
be important relative to his or her self-image.
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Self Esteem
Self-esteem is closely linked to self-image. Self esteem is the
"emotional" response to self-objectification. That is, it is the "affective
dimension", of how we "feel" about ourselves. Self -esteem can be either
positive or negative. It is a continual process of reflection and provides "a
motivational link between the person and the social order" (Hewitt, 1991).
As a rule, people want to be valued and seek to fit into whatever situation in
which they may find themselves involved. They look to the community to
define for them just how they should act and then continually appraise
whether they are "fitting in" or exemplifying the accepted qualities of the
community. People generally fashion their personal aspirations on the
standards and values of the community with which they belong. People
achieve self-esteem in conjunction with the level of success they have in
attaining their personal identity (Hewitt, 1991). Self-esteem is an important
aspect of the way in which people can function in their world.

Summary

Symbolic interactionism provides the means to make sense of the
experiences that the women had as they attended community college and
those related to their community college experiences after they left or
graduated from college. It is an interpretive approach which seeks to
understand the process of how one comes to "make sense" of one's situation or
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world. It examines various aspects of the interaction that one has within any
given situation and examines how that individual responds to it.
Using the symbolic interactionism theory, this study examines how the
women who participated in the study came to understand, the culture of
community college, their roles as students, and the common symbols of
community college. Furthermore, it examines how they viewed themselves
and their interactions with community college and eventually their worlds,
that is, how they incorporated their learning and understanding into the
ways in which they now interact with other people and situations in their
lives.

CHAPTER IV
PORTRAITS
It's like a puzzle, because if you remain voluntarily ignorant, then you
can always justify yourself, but, pushing yourself forward, like I
pushed to go back to school, nobody was going to stop me...A whole
different world opened up to me.
Mary
Introduction
In this chapter the reader will have the opportunity to "meet" the
women who participated in the study. This chapter is designed to introduce
the reader to each of the women, their lives, their interpersonal
relationships, their ways of understanding their worlds and the life
experiences that they identified as having impacted upon them. Three major
areas of their lives are explored in the study. First, the process of making the
decision to enter community college which includes a brief summary of the
factors in their life that affected their decision to attend, second, their
community college experience and third, how they have integrated this
experience into their everyday lives.
Although there are many similarities amongst the participant's
community college experiences, the intent of this study is not to generalize,
its intent is to present the experience of these five welfare women as an
example of how they made the decision to enter community college, what
their experience was like and how community college continues to impact on
their lives after they have left or graduated. Therefore, with that caveat, the
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reader is cautioned to remain attentive to the fact that the five women in this
study do not necessarily represent all the welfare women who have, or do, or
may attend community college or other higher education institutions, but
rather, they represent through their experiences as presented here, an
introduction to those "things" that they found meaning and significance in
and therefore may be of value to examine with other women as well.
The experiences that these women had as community college students
forged together to provide a threshold from which they have continued their
lives. Some have followed the pathway that they had anticipated that they
would as the result of their community college education, others have been
side tracked, or "side lined".
The women involved in the study came to community college via
different paths and for some the experience of attending community college
was similar to one or more of the other participants in the study. Each
woman made the decision to enter community college at a different point in
her life and at a different age. However, for four out of the five women the
decision to attend community college followed a precipitating event.
Although the women were raised under different circumstances, there are
similarities in some of the different situations that they experienced. Each of
the women has had her share of "hard times" and on some occasions, life
became overwhelming for them. Struggles with self identity, self esteem,
lack of emotional support, and adversity, are found woven throughout each of
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their life stories. However, also very much present is a strong thread of
resiliency and hope. In addition, there is also a sense of the naive, an
unawareness or perhaps a lack of sophistication, which protects them in
many ways as they deal with the "real" world.
As I came to know these women and learn about their lives I was often
times overcome with a sense of despair, a sense of being overwhelmed with
the enormity of the difficulties in their lives as well as being truly inspired by
their true grit and perseverance.
They are five individuals whose experience at life and community
college came together to provide them with a new perspective from which
they are able to continue their lives.
In order to set the stage for the reader to understand these women's
experience at community college, and its impact on their lives, I am
beginning with the portraits of their lives prior to their community college
experience. This is to provide the reader with the necessary background
information to understand the values, concerns, and past educational
experiences that these women brought with them to their decision making
process to attend community college. This is then followed by a presentation
of their community college experience and finally a summary of where, what,
and how they are experiencing their lives presently.
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Portrait of Ann
Life Before Community College
Ann is an attractive women in her mid-thirties. She has large brown
eyes, brown shoulder length hair, and an infectious smile. She is average
height and is of average build. I first met Ann three years prior to this study
when she was assigned to the agency that I worked for as a student intern. I
was the intern coordinator for the agency and was responsible to give her a
job assignment and to monitor her progress. Initially, I assigned her to work
with another staff member, consequently, my contact with her was limited as
her day to day supervision was not my responsibility. She successfully
completed her internship and requested to remain as a volunteer. Two years
later, faced with the dilemma of having to do another internship for school,
she asked if she might be able to once again get credit. We changed her
duties to provide her with a different learning experience and I began to
supervise her directly. Consequently, I have been able to observe her in her
daily work as an intern and volunteer worker. Our relationship was one of
supervisor/ worker.
When I approached Ann to be a part of this study, she was most
willing to participate. She told me that she felt it was important to "give
back" to other students because she was a student and understood how
important it was [to the other student]. Although she was unsure as to what
her involvement would have to be, she was anxious to be a part of the study.
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I had known Ann for three years, however, we had never discussed anything
about her personal life, her family, or even her children. Our relationship
was a "professional" relationship and our conversations had been restricted
to work related topics.
Our first interview meeting took place on a hot July evening. I was
nervous about doing my first interview. Ann had requested that we meet at
her home saying that she would feel more comfortable talking there. She
lives in a housing project with her two daughters. It is a small housing
project, consisting of attached town house units and has approximately two
hundred families living in the project. It has a negative reputation as a place
that is overrun with violent crime, drug abuse, and gang activity.
I had very different perception of it as I drove into the project on this
hot July evening. There were children playing outside and families were
sitting on their front steps taking advantage of the warm summer breeze. It
seemed like a relatively calm place where people lived and watched their
children grow up.
I parked the car and walked to Ann's front door. Her unit was the one
on end, farthest from the street. The other units were quiet, as if no one was
home. I knocked on the door and Ann, dressed casually in jeans and a
blouse, opened it and greeted me with a welcoming smile. I was aware,
however, that underneath her big smile, she was very nervous. Her voice
cracked as she welcomed me to her home. Later I was to discover that she did
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not often have visitors to her home as she was uncomfortable having people
come visit because she lives in the housing project. In addition to her
nervousness, I sensed that there was a certain amount of excitement and
pride. As we talked I could sense that she was becoming more comfortable
and relaxed. She admitted that she had been nervous initially. I found that
it was not necessary to prod her for information, in fact, it was as if I had
released a flood gate, she freely, openly, and in great detail, shared her life
with me. It was as if she had been waiting for someone to give her
permission to release it, as if it had been pent up inside of her. Once she
started, she was going to tell it all.
As she shared her life with me, I became aware of an underlying core
of hardness, a roughness, perhaps a hint about what life was like for her
growing up, as well as a general sadness. Sadness about the fact that for
Ann a great deal of her childhood had been lost. She had wrapped this
roughness and sadness in a new facade, a more polished and refined persona
which she uses to interact with others. I wondered what her struggle to
develop this new facade had been like and hoped that I would be able to hear
from her.
Ann described her life in a matter of fact manner noticeably devoid of
emotion. It was as if she were describing a recipe for cooking a cake; first you
add this, then that; "I lived at home. I ran away". It was as if she was
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describing someone else's life and not her own. It seemed as if this was
something that she had viewed from afar, that she was not a part of.
Ann grew up in an urban area, the oldest of three children bom to her
parents. For most of her life, however, she was an only child as her brother,
who was a year younger than she was, had been institutionalized when he
was seven years old due to medical and behavioral problems. According to
Ann, he died at the institution when he was nine years or ten years old. She
does not remember why he died, and recalls that once he went into the
institution, she didn't see him for months at a time. She can remember her
brother and states that she was very close to him. Ann recalls that her
brother was "kinda like retarded and all the neighborhood kids would make
fun of him. I used to protect him". She remembers that one day someone
just told her, long after the fact, that he had passed away, there was no
funeral, or time to say goodbye. Her sister died at age six months and Ann
does not know anything about the circumstances surrounding her death.
Her parents divorced when Ann was young. Ann remained with her
mother. She rarely saw her father who was an alcoholic and drug addict. He
became involved with two other women and fathered four other children by
them two girls with one, and two boys with the other. He married one of the
other women and lived in the same city as Ann did when she was growing
up. As a young child, Ann was aware that she had some half siblings, but
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she had no contact with them until she was in the tenth grade and moved in
with her father.
Her mother worked full time and Ann received little emotional support
from her mother. Her mother was rarely home and Ann was expected to do a
great many chores around the house. Her mother remarried when Ann was
a teenager and Ann has never gotten along with her stepfather. Her
relationship with her mother and stepfather became increasingly strained
and when she was fourteen years old matters escalated and her stepfather
gave her mother the ultimatum that either Ann would have to leave the
house or he would leave. Her mother chose her husband over Ann and it was
then that Ann decided to run away. She lived on the "streets" and roamed
from one friend's house to another. She would sleep one night here and one
night there basically, where ever she could find someone who would let her
stay the night. She lived with different "foster" families, generally the family
of a friend, until she would wear out her welcome and be asked to leave. She
would then move on to the next family who would be willing to take her in for
a few days. On those nights that she was unable to connect with someone for
a bed for the night and had no place to go, she would sleep outside, huddled
on a park bench or in doorway, ever mindful that she could not get caught by
the police or she would be taken into custody of the "state" and placed into a
home for kids. She recalls,
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I grew up with a lot of street knowledge. You know,...when I was a
teenager and stuff, I knew how to get free food and I knew how to find
a place to take a shower and I knew where to go to find places to sleep
if I didn't have any place to sleep.
Alone, with no support system, no money, and no roof over her head,
Ann attempted to continue to attend high school. However, neither the child
welfare system, the educational system nor her own family did much to
comfort or protect her. She became quite adept at surviving on the streets.
She remained enrolled in school, but found it increasingly difficult to attend
while she was "on the run". The basics of survival consumed her, she had no
guidance, shelter, clothing, or even food therefore making it more difficult to
attend class even though she believed that education was important.
Survival became the most important component of her life. She states,
High school wasn't a good experience for me because... I was living on
the street so, I didn't have an address. So, I had a hard time doing
homework and stuff like that because my mind was so occupied with
adult things like where was I going to sleep, where was I going to eat,
and what was I going to do for clothes. I couldn't concentrate, so I did
terrible. I don't know how they passed me, I think that I was just one
of those kids that they passed because they kind of felt bad. The
teacher and principal would give me a hard time, bring a note from
your mother. I didn't have any place to live. How am I going to bring
a note from my mother telling them why I wasn't in school? So, I
would get a lot of detention. I quit school in the tenth grade...I was
living at this one's house and I lived in a couple of foster homes and
the foster homes weren't structured. They were just foster homes
where I went home with a friend and the mother said, Yeah, send the
[welfare] check here...I wasn't their kid so there was no rules. So I
could go anyplace. If I didn't want to come home,...I didn't. No one
ever said, hey Ann, you're supposed to be in school. I had no really
role models, you know, I mean, my mother always worked and left me
with the babysitter and, but she never finished school and my father
didn't. I don't even think he finished the sixth grade.
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Eventually, after being "on the run" for several months, she agreed to
go, and was sent to live with her father whom she had had little contact since
she was a young girl of five or six years old and really didn't know at all. She
remembered thinking that would be the answer for her. She looked forward
to being a part of her father's family and anticipated that she would develop
a relationship with him that she had never had with him. She didn't know
what to expect. She had been moving from one friend's house to another
friend's house, had dropped out of high school in the eleventh grade, and had
no goals or direction. She thought that moving in with her father and his
family would be the answer to her problems. However, the transition was
not as smooth as she had anticipated,
I went to live with my Dad, and my Dad said, you know, like, I had
never really knew him, so, I was like just meeting him and he brought
me to live with him and he had seven kids, him and his wife already,
and it was just like, well, you're the oldest and it's, you either get a job
and help support, or you go to school....a job, I didn't know anything,
you know, I had, when I lived on the street and I had to have money, I
had jobs [in the past]. I knew I could do different jobs cause that was
the only way I could support myself. So, I worked in a store and you
know, I worked in different little stores here and there, you know, just
working on the counter to get money, but it wasn't anything where you
had to know anything except how to use a cash register...I
thought...what am I going to do for a job? I said, forget it, I'm going to
go to school!
She found living with her father and his "new" family difficult. She
was the oldest of eight children living in the house. She was the outsider.
The rest of the family belonged together. She was an interloper, merely
passing through until she could move on to another segment of her life. She
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was expected to do household chores and to assist with child care of her
younger step siblings. Living with her father only lasted a short time, she
recalled, "me and my Dad, we just didn't get along...I was looking for
attention, like, I was his [only] kid, and the others weren't...". The
difficulties escalated, and when she was her senior year of high school, she
"just took off', leaving her father's house. She returned to the streets to live.
Finally she got a part time job and managed to support herself. Eventually,
she got her own apartment.
During her senior year in high school, Ann had a change in her
attitude regarding graduating from high school, and she opted to return to
school. She was determined that she would manage somehow to graduate
high school. She was devastated at the end of her senior year when the
school authorities came to her and told her she would not be graduating
because she did not have the necessary credit in gym. Ann was
dumbfounded. She is epileptic and had always been medically excused from
gym. She thought she had done everything right, as she had provided
medical verification to excuse her from gym. However, the school authorities
held their position, and she was denied the right to attend graduation. She
was forced to go to summer school for gym to complete her high school
requirements.
After she completed the requirements for school, Ann became involved
in a program which helped young people get employment. The staff
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suggested that she attend a local junior college for secretarial skills. Having
no other plans for her future, Ann followed that suggestion and enrolled in
secretarial school that fall.
The school that she attended was a private parochial secretarial school
which was located in a small town, two bus rides and an hour and one half
from her home. It was housed in a gothic white mansion, complete with huge
columns, a portico, a sweeping lush lawn, and was perched high on a cliff
overlooking the ocean. This was very unlike anything Ann had experienced
before. Commuting to school each day from her apartment in the city, Ann
would pass through exclusive neighborhoods of mansions with long private
drives.
It was a strict school, directed and staffed by nuns, and had strict
codes of conduct and dress. Ann recalled her educational experience there, "I
went to Smith Manor, and I liked it there, but it was tough, all nuns".
Her higher education experience was cut short when she discovered
she was pregnant during her first semester at college. According to Ann,
even in 1979, "pregnant and single" wasn't acceptable at this small catholic
college and she was politely asked to leave the college. She recalled,
...when I got pregnant, it was like, you know, they didn't, like, kick me
out, but, they like had this big thing and they called me in, and said it
really wasn't advisable that I should go [to school pregnant] ...and I
should leave and then re-register after I had the baby...I took it very
personally and just said, fine, and I just left, and I just thought to
myself, you know, obviously, I'm never going to go to college and
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obviously, it wasn't important, so it doesn't make any difference so, I'll
just be a mother. That's good enough for me.
She completed her first semester and left. She believed that her only
future would be that of being a mother. She gave up her dream of getting a
college degree and settled into the role of being a mom, Ann gave birth to
healthy girl. Immediately after her daughter's birth while she was still in
the hospital, Ann began to suffer epileptic seizures. Due to these medical
problems, the hospital refused to allow her to take her baby home with her
alone to her own apartment, and informed her that if she could not find a
suitable home for them both, her daughter would be placed into the care of
the state. Consequently, she was faced with a dilemma. She asked her
mother to allow the two of them to go to her home, but her Mom would not
assent, citing that she could not take care of Ann and her daughter because
she had to go to work every day. Ann had become a homeless, teenage
parent. Fortunately, a woman who had become her surrogate "mother
figure" came forward and provided Ann and her infant daughter shelter.
Ann went on welfare for the support of her daughter and herself.
She stayed with this "family" for a period of time and concentrated on
being the best mother she could possibly be. She became totally devoted to
her child. Two years after the birth of her first daughter, she gave birth to
another daughter.

75
Her life became totally involved to the point of her being consumed
with the role of parenthood and raising her two daughters. She put aside
any feelings or desires that she had for her own development and enjoyment
believing that "it wasn't the right time for me". Due to the fact that her
childhood had been such a negative experience for her that she focused on
"being the best mother possible". She knew that she didn't want to be like
her mother. Her focus became on doing the opposite of what her mother had
done:
I kinda felt like I was supposed to be with the kids because my mother
didn't stay at home when I was younger, so I thought I should do that
for my kids... and when they are ready to go off and they don't need me
to be with them anymore, all the time, then, I'll find something that
fits me and I'll find "whatever" it is that I'm supposed to do in life
when they are grown up.
Ann moved into the low income, public housing project when her
youngest daughter was four years old. She did not know anyone in the
project which is somewhat isolated from the rest of the city. Although it
offered shelter that she could afford for herself and her daughters, it also
forced her into more of a sheltered and secluded lifestyle.
Ann and her children lived a sheltered life. She felt that she
"overprotected my kids" but was quick to remind me that she didn't live in
the "best neighborhood" and consequently she felt strongly that she had to be
a protective, strict parent in order to provide the best environment for her
children even though they did not live in a good area.
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Ann had few friends and basically only had one, as she called her, a
"best" friend. She knew other people, but did not socialize with them and her
total social life revolved around her daughters and their needs. She recalls
that she became unable to talk "as an adult does" and that she didn't care
what other people thought of her. She recalled calling the electric company
one time to get service and having the person with whom she was speaking
being unable to comprehend what she was saying because, "...I was talking
like a seven year old, I wasn't making any sense at all". She was becoming
more and more isolated from the world, turning to her daughters for any
support and definition that she needed.
Each morning she would get up early and get the girls up for school.
She'd make breakfast for them and then supervise their getting dressed.
She'd walk them to school each morning through the field adjacent to her
house and then return home to wait for it to be time to pick them up from
school. She would walk through the field to pick them up and then spend the
afternoon "playing" with them. During the time that they were away from
home and at school, she'd fill her time with making beds, doing dishes,
cleaning the house and watching soap operas anxiously waiting for the
return of her daughters from school.
She did little socializing away from the house as she chose not to drive
due to her medical problems. Having to live within the boundaries of her
welfare check required her to be very conservative in her spending.
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Consequently, there was little money available for entertainment. Therefore,
she and her daughters stayed close to home and were dependent on others for
transportation for shopping etc. They learned how to entertain each other
and would spend the time playing cards, games, and watching television
together.
Ann was "marking time", that is, she had no direction, no goals, and no
aspirations for herself or her future. She was providing what she thought
was a good home environment for her children. She had put her life "on
hold" until the time that her daughters would be grown and be moving on
with their own lives, no longer needing her to mother them.
Life continued on for Ann, she continued to clean her apartment, care
for her young daughters and be in her words, "the best parent possible". By
the time that her second daughter entered kindergarten and her eldest
daughter was in the first grade, Ann was detached from the world around
her. She watched TV, cleaned house, and played with her children. Her
interpretation of the world was based upon what her children perceived the
world to be. She did not seek out to become a part of the world around her
other than to interact with her children. No one in her life was challenging
her to expand her understanding of her world. She knew everything that she
needed to know to survive and function within the boundaries of her
situation. She felt safe and secure.
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When her youngest daughter started kindergarten, she felt lost. She
no longer had to do the things that she had to when her daughter was home.
She found that she had free time. She began to have some doubts about the
role model that she was presenting to her children and was confused about
whether she was doing the "right" thing or not. Both her daughters were in
school and she was doing "nothing". She had no identity except that of being
Karen and Lisa's mom. When they were at school, she would just sit around
the apartment waiting for them to come home again.
It was the beginning of the school year that her youngest daughter
entered the first grade when Ann s life changed. She did not actively seek to
change her life. She did not know what she wanted to do nor did she have
any inclination about how to go about changing her life. It was a chance
meeting with a neighbor who literally just "happened" to see her one day as
she was looking out the window for her children. This neighbor, who
happened to be involved in the tenants association, asked Ann if she had
ever thought of going to community college and if she might be interested in
going at that time. She then told Ann about a free program that provided
women with the opportunity to get college credits at the local community
college.
Ann grabbed at the opportunity although she recalls that she "...really
didn't know what it really was all about". She found herself at the school the
next day and enrolled in the program within a week. Her primary concern
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was that she would be able to attend classes during the time that her
daughters were in school and be home in time for them after school.

Community College Experience
I think I was a pretty good parent, because my kids weren't
complaining all the time and nobody was ever saying, you know, well,
Ann, you're kind of messing up here or there, you know, like
everything so, I knew that I had being a parent down pat and I could
pretty much do that, but I didn't think I could be good as a student.
College presented a different type of challenge for Ann. She had
prided herself on the fact that she was a "good" mother and had established
her identity based on the fact that she was the mother of her two daughters.
In her mind, she had done all the things that were important for her
children. She had based her role on doing the opposite of what her mother
had done with her. She clearly understood what was expected of her as a
mother. She knew about feeding, and providing for her children's emotional
and physical well being. She understood how to interact with the
"authorities" in her life, the housing administrators, the gas company, the
schools, and the welfare department. She knew how to answer the questions
that they would ask. However, she had no role model, either negative or
positive, of a mother who was also a college student. She did not know
anyone who was going to college. Her only experience had been her one
semester at the secretarial school which had been a negative one for her. She
was very apprehensive about her decision,
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I didn't know anybody who was going to school, they [her daughters]
didn't know anybody whose mothers were going to school, so, it was,
like, a new experience for all of us...I was surprised that I could do it. I
really didn't have any self esteem what so ever... when I went in there,
I didn't, you know, I thought well, I'll try this but, I won't, you know, I
was excited about it because it was getting me out of the house. It was
giving me something to do, but, I didn't think I was going to get such a
reward out of it. You know. I didn't think it would be so rewarding
and I, you know, I went to school every day. I never missed a day of
school ever...I thought it was so important that I couldn't miss one
day...
Ann's main concern was for her children. Therefore, when she made
the decision to return to college, she tried very hard to make them
understand that they would not be left with babysitters and that she would
still be available to them after school. She was trying very hard to maintain
her role as a "good" mother.
Ann started out at community college in a program that was
specifically designed for re-entry women. It was a two semester program
which provided a great deal of support, both academic and personal, for the
students. They were slowly introduced to community college, spending the
first semester in specially designed classes that assisted them in building up
their academic strengths as well as bolstering their self esteem. They were
sheltered from the college as a whole and attended classes only with students
in the special program. Second semester, she had to take two courses
"outside" the program, with the "regular" students.
Ann vividly remembered the day that she went to the college for her
first day of classes. She remembered being unsure about what to wear, how
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to act, where to go, and recalled a strong sense of being all alone. Most of all
she remembered being frightened.
As a student coming in for the first time, you know, after being out of
school for, you know, like ten years, I'm thinking, first of all, how do I
dress? Like, all those things come like when you go into the first grade
or you know when you graduate from junior high school or elementary
school, you think, What if the kids are smarter than me? What if they
dress better than me? What are people going to think [about me]?.
You know, you have all those fears when
you go to college, What if
I don't fit in? What if I don't have any friends, How am I going to
relate to everybody?, Are they going to like me?, Are they going to talk
to me? I was really nervous. Do I know anything? All these people,
even though I knew that they were all coming in for the first time, just
like me, I still thought they had more of a background, you know, in
what they were going into, and that they were more experienced, and
that I was going to be way out in left field somewhere...
During the second week of classes in her first semester, Ann met with
a dilemma. She was informed by her youngest daughter's teacher that a
decision had been made by the school to return her daughter back to
kindergarten from the first grade. This was a major blow to Ann because it
meant that logistically she could not continue to go to college. Her daughter
would only be attending school for a half day instead of a full day. Ann
recalled,
I was in school from 8:30 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. and thinking, This is
wonderful, I'm going to get a life now, and everything is fine...[then I
was informed she would not be staying in first grade, but would have
to go back to kindergarten.] ...there was no one in the neighborhood to
watch her and I didn't know many people, so, I went to the office [of
the program for re-entry women at the college] and said, I have to
quit....I was in tears, I was telling them, I'm very sorry, you're paying
for me, and it's a government funded program, and they get so much
money, and here they were saying [to me], Okay, we'll put our faith in
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you, that you're going to [finish school]...and here I am telling them I'm
going to quit.
She felt as if she were letting the staff down. In that short time period
of two weeks, Ann had come to the decision that she wanted to stay in school
and now that was no longer possible. She could not see any other
alternatives available to her other than to quit school. When she went to the
staff of the program to tell them that she was leaving, they took an active
role in having her explore other alternatives that might be available to her.
In doing so, the staff of the program extended themselves and assisted Ann
in finding the necessary and appropriate child care that would enable her to
continue in her school program. As a result, she became even more
committed to getting her education.
Ann's schedule was difficult for her. Each morning she would wake up
at 6:00 a.m. to get her children ready for their school day. Mornings involved
making sure that they were dressed properly, teeth brushed, breakfast
served, lunches packed and then she would send them off to school before
8:00 a.m. She would walk to the bus stop located a couple of blocks away
from her house and take the twenty minute bus ride to school. Arriving in
time for her first class at 8:30 a.m., she'd begin her day as a student.
Each morning, during her first semester, in her first class of the day
the students would discuss the problems that they were experiencing, both in
school and out of school. The problems disclosed were generally of the nature
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that impacted upon the students abilities to be in school or complete their
required work. This process of sharing with each other their concerns, as
well as possible solutions to their problems, enabled them to build a network
of support for themselves. Ann recalled that she did not share much during
that class, but instead, listened to what the others had been experiencing and
sat in amazement when someone would have had an experience similar to
hers.
Upon reflection, Ann, recalled how the program was purposefully set
up so that each person would go through a process which was supposed to
prepare them for either continued education or employment,
The first semester they babied you, the second semester they pushed
you. The first semester the classes are held in these two rooms here.
Then, they push you upstairs into other classrooms. Then they push
you into the internship out of the building. It got you ready to be
pushed out of the program. They coddled you in the beginning so you
got interested. Then once they got you out of here [first two
classrooms] in the first semester, they got you out [of the program into
the main college] before you knew it.
Ann completed her first semester at community college and excelled in
her class work. It was during her second semester that she was required to
pick a major concentration. She did not have any idea as to what she wanted
to do. She did believe initially, that she was restricted to only taking more
business courses because that was what she had done in the past. She had
no idea about what she was hoping to achieve and thought that she would
just work in a store or someplace where she could use her business skills.
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What Ann didn't bargain for was the self discovery that she
experienced in conjunction with her community college experience. School
became exciting for her. She was challenged to think about things in her life
in a different way than she had ever thought before. During the first two
semesters, she had great difficulty writing papers that were assigned. She
would "get really stressed out about the papers". She would sit for hours
trying to decide what topic to write about. She would go to the library to try
to get inspiration and would look up various topics, all to no avail. What she
did then was to write about her life. She wrote about her children, about her
parents, and her relationships with various people in her life.
Although she excelled academically during her first year at community
college, she remained fairly isolated from other people at the college. She
didn't socialize with other students. She would attend her classes and then
leave the building and return home. She found it difficult to assimilate into
college culture. She didn't feel as if she had anything in common with the
other student welfare mothers and that they would not really want to know
her.
She would spend each day getting her children off to school, rushing
off to community college, attending her classes, and then home to be "mom"
again. She would prepare supper, play with her children, get them ready for
bed, read to them, then start in on her own homework if she had not gotten it
done during school. Only after her children were settled in bed, sleeping,
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would she start to work on her studies. On weekends, she would sometimes
do some of her work if her daughters were outside playing or off with
relatives. She found that she was split between being a "mom" or being a
"college student". She solved this problem by not having the roles interfere
with each other and separating them. From 8:30 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., on
Monday through Friday she would be a student, the other times she would be
a mom.
...at first, I was, as soon as school was over, I’d come home and then I'd
think to myself, 'I could have gone to the library and did (sic)this...I
could have found something different in the library to help me with
this. And so, then I found that I would stay at school for the whole,
you know, the amount of time that I could, and then come home rather
than rush right home. Cause I would rush out of school, rush to the
bus and I'd get home and I'd not so much forget about that student
part of me, but, I'd like kind of leave it in, in that mother s part. And,
I'd be like, I can't wait until tomorrow morning until I get to go back to
school. I wasn't putting the two identities together. I was just still
being that mother, at home, I was being the mother, at school, I was
being the student. And I wasn't being them (sic) two people together
in one, at home. It took me a while before I got to be the student and
the mother all in one and I could be at home, on the street, and I'm a
mother, and I can do both.
During the second semester of her first year at the college, Ann saw a
notice tacked onto the door of a professor’s office. It was a sign-up sheet to go
on a field trip to a prison. Intrigued at the concept of going on a field trip to
the prison, Ann asked the professor if she might attend if she could get
permission from her teachers to be absent from class. She was not able to go,
but at that point, made the decision to change her major from business to
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criminal justice. A chance of seeing a notice tacked to a door provided the
catalyst for her to decision about her future course. She states,
I didn't know that you could go on field trips in college and see
different places. I thought that going to the prison would be very
interesting and I really wanted to go, but I couldn't....so, I decided to be
a criminal justice major. I wanted to go see different things like
prisons. I didn't want to work [as a clerical person] in an office...but I
didn't know that I could change what I would major in. I thought I
had to major in business.
She completed the first year of her community college experience in
good standing. She had made the dean's list for academic excellence and was
truly engaged in the process of continuing to learn about the world around
her. She completed a required internship during her second semester as a
college student. She worked in an agency doing clerical work and found that
it was very rewarding. It was the first time that she had worked in an office
setting and had any type of responsibility in a job. She began to believe that
she could really get a job and work, but knew that what she really wanted to
do was to continue with her education at community college.
After completing her first year at community college, Ann felt very
good about herself and the decisions that she had made regarding going to
school. There was a graduation ceremony held at the end of the year and for
the first time since the sixth grade, Ann attended a graduation for herself.
Her mother, although invited, chose not to attend. Her daughters and one of
Ann's close friends went to the graduation ceremony where she received her
certificate of completion.
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Ann returned to community college in the fall, ready to start the year.
This time she felt more confident in her ability to manage her classes, her
children, and her home. She still remained detached from college. During
her second year at college, she would again rush home after her classes were
finished to be home for her children. After a few weeks of rushing home to
an empty house, because both her daughters were in school full time, she
found that she felt isolated and alone in her own apartment. She didn't
know in which "place" she should be: in school or at home. Eventually, she
decided that it would be okay for her to stay in school when she was finished
her classes if her children would not be at home.
Consequently, her time spent at community college increased. She
would either be in class, in the library, or would just walk around the school.
She would read books and complete her homework assignments in advance of
their due dates. Therefore, she gained a reputation among the students as
someone who was very smart and always had their homework done and
knew the answers. Sometimes, she would sit in the cafeteria, and
occasionally, she would sit and talk with one of her professors, if he wasn't
busy. She found that she could talk more easily with her professors about
her concerns than she could with the other students in her classes. She
looked to her professors to provide her with guidance and understanding
about the different things that she would read in the newspaper or in a book.
She took them at their word and believed that they could do no wrong.
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Ann continued to attend community college. She struggled with trying
to bridge the gap between home and school. She openly discussed her school
experiences with her daughters and during the second semester of her second
year at the school she began to do her homework at times when they were not
sleeping. She would tell them what she had to do and she even hung up her
graded tests on the refrigerator door right next to theirs. She began to take
them to the school on days when they didn't have school and she did. She
would explain to them what she had to do and what her classes were. They
would sit in class with her and read their own books that they had brought
with them. She found that it was very important that they understand what
she was doing,
I would come home and I would tell them about my day in school and
about my teachers and they would tell me about their teachers, and so
it kind of bonded us more...and when I was doing my homework and
they were doing their homework, they thought that was fair...This,
(mom attending the community college) they saw was important. It's
important that my mother does her homework. It's important that my
mother get up in the morning and go to school, you know, my mother
has to take the bus and go to school, where I only have to walk through
the field, you know, and they seen (sic) the responsibilities of a
parent...they seen (sic) that my mother's tired, but she's got homework
to do so she doesn't get to go to bed now. They seen (sic) all those
responsibilities that I had rather than just that I get to stay home all
day and watch television. So it gave them a sense of what my life was
like...I think they thought my "mother's life" was easy and they got a
chance to see that my life wasn't easy as everyone thought, and it gave
them more respect for me, I think, and it gave them a sense that, well,
maybe when I'm (daughter's) done with high school, I should go right
to college so that I don't have to wait until I'm older...Now, when they
talk about school, they talk about college. They...got to see that college
can be fun. I told them when I went on field trips...and when I wrote
my papers about them, I let them read them and I helped them to help
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me study for class...I took them right into class with me so they could
see what it was like for me in college.
Ann became very active in her classes, but remained socially isolated
at community college. She spent little time with other students until her last
semester at the college. She discovered the smoking room. She would go into
the room and found that other students would talk to her based on the fact
that they had something in common, they both smoked. It didn't matter to
them that she might be fifteen years older than they were, they had in
common the fact that they both smoked. Although she did not extend her
socialization with other students beyond the walls of the smoking room, she
had found a place where she could be with other students and talk with
them.
With each new class, came different requirements. For one class, Ann
was required to complete an internship for credit. As a result, her school day
was extended until 4:30 p.m.. Her challenge came not in the form of what
the internship would bring to her, but rather in the form of what to do with
her children from the time they got out of school until she could get home.
Once again, she was faced with the dilemma of possibly having to quit college
in order to provide the necessary supervision of her daughters. However,
through the assistance of the welfare department, she was able to get her
daughters involved in an after school program. This was a particularly hard
decision for Ann to make because, she had based her whole child-rearing on
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the fact that she would be there for her children and now she was having to
find and implement alternative plans. She agonized over her decision, and
in the end, made the decision that she needed to finish school and that she
would have to sacrifice her time with her daughters in order to accomplish
her goal of graduating from community college.
Having secured this after school program for her daughters, Ann was
free to do things at school, or related to school, until 5:00 p.m. each day
rather than having to rush home by 2:30 p.m. The struggle to schedule
classes before 2:00 p.m. was no longer necessary. Her scheduling difficulties
became much less arduous. She was relaxed when she went to her
internship placement because she felt like "...that was my time to help me
become a better person".
The problem emerged when the welfare department, during her final
year at community college stated that they would no longer provide funding
for after school programs for children whose parents were attending school.
Once again, Ann was faced with the dilemma of possibly having to leave
community college. She could not afford to pay for an after school program or
for a babysitter for her daughters. Ann sought out scholarships for her
daughters to attend after school programs and applied for partial aid on the
part of the welfare department. After a lengthy bureaucratic battle, she was
able to secure funding for one of her daughters and a scholarship for her
other daughter to attend an after school program.
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Throughout this all, she continued to excel in school and maintained a
3.8 average. She would spend evenings with her daughters doing their
homework together. They would act as a teacher, quizzing her with "flashcards" that she would make up for her studies. Learning became a family
affair. Each night, they would share with each other what they had learned
that day at school. First the girls, then Ann. The girls were very proud of
their mother and the fact that she was attending college.
Learning took on a practical implication for Ann. She was very
interested in knowing what it was that was really going on within the
systems that she was studying. She would read the newspaper and bring in
news clippings to discuss with the professor in order to understand how the
academic pieces that she was learning in school would actually be
implemented in the "real world".
...I would bring in different articles and ask the professor to explain to
me why this happened, or why that happened. I wanted to know why
the people [workers, decision makers] would allow that to happen. I
really needed to know why, and how the system worked. I don't think
the other students really liked that I did that, but I wanted to know...
The balancing act between motherhood and being a student was a
difficult one for Ann because she felt that she was "taking away" from her
daughters. She would break down her time commitment to community
college into "semesters" and not think about the fact that in order to complete
her degree it might take several semesters. She took each semester one at a
time. She would spend extra time with her daughters during semester
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breaks and summers. She felt that "time became more valuable" and that
her children appreciated the time that they had with her more when she was
busy and every minute counted than when she had been available all the
time. They had taken her for granted then.
She stated,
...time (spent with her daughters) is more constructive and we do
things, more things together, rather than just sitting around chatting.
The one area that Ann felt community college experience "intruded" on
was on her time to have a relationship with a man because her priorities
were her children first and then school. Consequently, she chose not to
become involved in dating relationships when she was in school.
[During] My first three years at community college, I dated only in the
summer. When school came, I did not date because I had only time for
my children and school. And if it came to whether I could date or do
my homework, I was doing my homework first.
Ann’s experience at community college was overwhelmingly positive
for her. Graduation from community college was very important to her. She
attended the ceremony and remembered that it was only the second time that
she had attended a graduation for herself. The first had been her sixth grade
graduation and she had gone to it by herself because her mother went to
work and her father just wasn't around. This time, it was different. Her
mother was able to be at the graduation. It was a celebration, a culmination
of all hard work that she had succeeded in completing. She recalled thinking
about that day,
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It was so important to me, that day, to go and graduate...the important
thing about thing today is that I made it. It doesn't matter who's here.
I’m here and that's all that matters. I did it. I made it through there.
I did it because I could do it...that day was important because I
realized for the first time in my life, that it's only important that I
know that I can make it. It doesn't matter what my mother thinks. It
doesn't matter what my kids feel about things. I always was the type
of person who worried about that. 'Well, what if their (daughters) Aunt
thinks I'm not being a good enough mother, is she going to say
something to me? I always worried about it, but on that day, it was
like I didn't care about anybody. I made it. I was the student. I was
the mother and now, I was a graduate. I was something else. I did it
with the kids, I did it all...I did it on my own. And, I didn't do it for
anybody else. I did it for myself.

Life After Community College
I had a fear of failure, I think it's taken me all the way up until now, I
think that now, I've learned that it's okay if I fail at one little thing.
Ann decided primarily for financial reasons, to wait a year before she
would attend college to pursue a bachelors degree. She could not afford to
continue in college until she saved up more money and living on welfare,
feeding and clothing her daughters made it very difficult to save up any
money. She never lost her dream of continuing on in school. Rather than
"just stay at home and do nothing", Ann decided that she would keep herself
busy and she volunteered full time for a year doing work in the human
service field and then started her studies at university the next year. Early
on she discovered that this new university was much different than her
community college. She was totally frustrated by her new educational
experience. Her perception of what college was like was being challenged.

94
The "things" such as providing support and nurturing students that had been
a part of her community college experience were not a part of the culture of
the university that she attended. As she recalled,
When I was at community college, it was, like, look at all these
obstacles you've overcome. You were a homeless teenage parent,
you're a single parent, you're on welfare, you have to worry about
paying the electric bill. Look at what you’re doing with your life, how
terrific it is. At the other university, it’s like well, So what? You chose
that life. It has nothing to do with your school work. And whether
you're a single parent, and you're on welfare, it makes no difference.
You're just the same person as that person that's coming in, nineteen
years old, whose parents gave them everything, and whose parents are
paying for their college education, and they're getting a car for
graduation. You're (treated) the same as them...and when the teacher
looks at you, that you're the same person as that, I'm not. I'm not the
same person, and I didn't have the same advantages. That person
might get to go home after school and do their homework and get to go
out after supper. I don't. I get to go home and cook supper and do my
homework, and sometimes, have to stay up till 1:30 in the
morning...that person doesn't understand my life. That teacher doesn't
understand my life. And I deserve more respect. It doesn't mean that
the person (the 19 year old student)is smarter than me. It just means
that they're lucky to have the time to do the work.
Ann found it extremely difficult to make the transition from
community college to the university. She saw herself as a "missionary" from
community college that she had attended and felt that she must, at all costs,
always present herself in a favorable manner to the university, its staff and
its students,
I don't want to transfer to another school because now I want to show
them that community college did me so much good, that I'm going to
get through what I need to dish out because I'm representing
community college. I'm representing the students that came out of
there and I'm not just some schmuck' you know, I'm not just some
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person who came out of community college and can't hack it (the
university). I can hack it.
Ann found strength from her community college experience and used
that experience to carry her through her experience at the university. At
times, when she found it particularly overwhelming, she would return to
community college to meet with her former professors and talk about what
was happening to her at the university and how difficult it was for her. After
receiving encouragement from the professors, she would again return to the
university to continue to pursue her degree.
What she finally determined was that in order to complete the
program at the university, it was just necessary to "jump through the hoops
they wanted you to and not question anything". Unlike her community
college experience, she was not learning things, she was "doing things" that
the professors wanted her to do.
Ann managed to complete her studies for her bachelors degree in two
years. She credits her strong foundation at community college as providing
her with the ability to complete it. Her life has changed dramatically since
the time prior to her attending community college. She graduated from the
University and received a bachelors degree with honors. She is volunteering
her time at a human service organization, working with young children and
is spending her time actively seeking a viable job through which she will be
able to get off welfare and support her two daughters. It is a difficult time for
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her because she is in transition once again. She continues to draw strength
from her community college experience and how she managed to get through
the first few days of feeling so unsure of herself and what she should do as a
reference point for her current situation. She states that she has learned
from her professors how to act in a professional setting and is supported by
their concern for her success four years after she had left community college.
Her mother is supportive of her desires to become employed and she is
building a network of support around her. Even her children, now in junior
high school and high school are talking about going to college when they
graduate from high school. Ann has yet to reach the goal that she set for
herself seven years ago, but she continually moves in the direction which will
get her to that goal. The goal of getting off welfare and becoming self
supporting. She has however achieved her own identity and has a life of her
own, separate and distinct from that of her daughters. She is no longer
dependent upon them for definition of her own life and identity. They are a
part of her, but no longer consume her identity.
Life continues to be hectic, raising two teenagers, volunteering full
time and looking for full-time work. Her schedule hasn't changed a great
deal over the seven years. She still gets up early supervises her daughters as
they get ready for school and then boards a bus to her volunteer position.
What has changed is the way in which she views herself. She feels confident
in her ability to find full time employment and is considering returning to
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school for her masters degree once she can get a job and will be able to afford
to attend school again. She is considering attending law school to fulfill a
long time dream of becoming a lawyer. She feels like her life is "on track".
Ann periodically visits her community college to talk with her former
professors. She has fond memories of her time spent there and believes that
for her it was timing of the opportunity that was so important. She was
ready to make some changes in her life, "I was at a point in my life, when I
knew that something had to change in order for me to be happy". Attending
community college provided the appropriate environment for her to begin her
metamorphosis into the person she is today.

Portrait of Kathv
Life Before Community College
Kathy was referred to the study by a professor from community college
whom I had contacted for referrals. I did not know anything about her prior
to our first meeting. We spoke on the telephone, discussed the study, her
willingness to participate and scheduled a time for an interview. Kathy
arrived for our first interview on time. I remember feeling a great deal of
anxiety about meeting with her. I was taken back momentarily when I
opened the door for Kathy. It was summer time, early evening. Kathy, at
four feet ten inches tall could hardly see into the window of the door. In
addition, she was on crutches, the kind I instantly knew were not temporary,
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but permanent ones. Although it was rightfully my task to ease any
nervousness that might exist, it was Kathy who took the lead and said, "Hi,
I'm Kathy!" in such an enthusiastic and positive manner that any
nervousness that may have existed on either party's part dissipated
immediately.
As she entered the house and walked down the hall to the room we
would meet in, I was aware that she immediately sized up the physical
situation. We were meeting in the dining room which had a large table with
several chairs around it. She chose a seat close to the door, yet close to the
wall. She neatly and quietly placed her crutches up against the wall within
an arm's reach of her. Due to the ease with which she performed the task, I
knew that this was a well rehearsed procedure for her. During these first
few moments, she continued to exchange pleasantries such as, "this [housel
was easy to find", "I had no trouble parking", etc. with me. I sensed that it
was important to Kathy that people be at ease with her and that they know
immediately that she was capable and independent woman.
Kathy is the oldest woman in the study. She was 47 years old, but
appeared to be much younger due to the manner in which she presented
herself, full of enthusiasm and interest, even the way she sat, very straight
and attentive, contributed to this overall sense of her being much younger.
She was very cooperative and eager to participate in the study. She told me
that she had previously been involved in another study which focused on her
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physical disabilities. She told me with pride that she was glad that the
professor had chosen her as a possible candidate for participation in this
study and that on other occasions she had been selected for different things
such as an interview with newspapers.
After explaining the purpose of the study, I asked Kathy to tell me
about what life had been like for her growing up. She immediately opened
up to me and was very willing to share with me the intimate details of her
life. She dove right into her life by telling me in a detached, academic
manner, "I did come from a dysfunctional home, alcohol by my father, which
had a big bearing on a lot of what I became and where I am today". She
further stated that it was through her education that she became aware of
how dysfunctional her family had been. Up until that point in her life, she
had always thought that her family was "normal" and that everyone else's
family had similar problems to her family's. As a result of her family's
inability to function as what she termed a "normal" family, she was often left
on her own. Her parents were involved in their own problems and concerns.
She is the third child of four born in her family. She has two older sisters
and a younger brother. She recalls that her house was full of secrets.
Secrets around her father's drinking, as well as, other "grown-up things" that
kids were not supposed to know about.
Kathy, became physically challenged at a young age to due a
progressive, chronic illness and was often hospitalized for long periods of
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time. Her illness was one of the major "secrets" that her family had. It
seems that her father never told her mother that he had this disease, a
disease which is genetically transmitted from parent to child and causes the
deterioration of bones. Instead, he opted to explain his limping and medical
problems as after effects of an old war injury. Kathy was the first child in
her family to exhibit signs of a problem. It was only then when the doctors
were trying to find the source of her disease and requested information about
the medical history of other family members that her father admitted that he
suffered from the same disease. By then, as Kathy stated, "It was too late".
Two of her siblings also suffer from this disease.

Kathy has the most severe

case in the family. Her sister, who is the first bom child in the family does
not have the disease. Kathy stated that for some unknown reason the
disease generally does not inflict the first bom child. Consequently, she
vowed that she would never have more than one child as she could not inflict
this disease on another child thereby causing them to be humiliated the way
that she had been growing up.
Kathy suffered tremendously as a child, both physically and
emotionally. Physically because she was in pain and emotionally because
she was subjected to name calling and taunting by the other children as she
appeared physically different from them. She described herself as a child
being very tiny and stated that she had difficulty walking. She walked with
an awkward gait, very unlike those of her peers. She quickly became the
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object of ridicule by the other children no matter where she was. She
recalled,
[Childhood ] was horrible...the kids were so mean. My self esteem was
very low. I stayed back twice between the first and fifth grade, I was
an under achiever, couldn't spell, couldn't read well.
Her medical problems increased during elementary school. When she
was thirteen years old she was hospitalized for a period of six months.
During the months that she spent in the hospital, without the distraction of
the other students, Kathy was finally able to concentrate on her studies. In
that six month period at the hospital school, she managed to make up all the
work that she had missed previously in elementary school. When she
returned to school she was promoted to her "real" grade. For the first time in
her life, she knew that she was smart and not stupid. School, however, was
not valued in her family. Neither of her parents had completed high school,
nor did any of her siblings have positive experiences in school.
Consequently, she received little or no support from her family regarding her
academic problems resulting from her medical problems. She continued to
struggle with school until she was in the eleventh grade when she quit.
None of us graduated high school. My sister, got her GED eventually,
a year or two before me. My [other] sister, took part of it, but never
finished it, my brother, I mean he was definitely back in the 60's, there
was no such thing as special needs,...what they did to kids back then,
if you couldn't read or write real well, they put you in those special
classes,...at 16 he dropped out. I always wanted to go to college, so
when I left high school in the eleventh grade, I thought my chances
were over, there goes my education. Then again, it was medical
reasons I couldn't continue because I couldn't get from class to class
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and plus at that time, it was the 60's and they were having riots at
colleges and everything else and actually the last place that I wanted
to go was college because I was afraid, I was afraid I'd go there and
there’d be riots and kinds of things would be happening and I’d be hurt
in one way or another. Like physically or you know. The whole idea
scared me.
After Kathy quit high school, she just "hung around" for about a year,
then she decided that she would go to work. She knew that it would be
difficult to obtain employment without a high school diploma. Consequently,
in order to enter the "work world" she lied about her education telling
prospective employers that she had graduated from high school. She knew
that she was a good worker and once she got into a job situation she would do
an exceptional job. She would learn every aspect of the job. Therefore, she
rationalized that it was not important that she did not have a high school
diploma because she would do such a good job. She worked in different office
settings, especially, in "one-person" offices, where she would be require to "do
it all".
Working provided Kathy with the economic freedom of being able to
leave her home. She moved from her parents home and went to live in
apartment when she was eighteen years old. She stated that she didn't have
any real reason to leave her mother's house, but it was "just something I
wanted to do, to be on my own". She was always comforted by the fact that
her mother always kept her room for her "just in case". Kathy was selfsupporting and enjoyed living on her own, working and being with her
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friends. She would "hang out" with her friends. Eventually, this group
became involved in drugs. Kathy admits that she too experimented with
drugs for a few years, but eventually she became disillusioned with them and
stopped using them. Consequently, she chose to switch her group of friends
as they no longer accepted her and felt comfortable with her being "straight"
while they continued their drug use.
Kathy continued to work, to maintain her apartment and generally
enjoyed her life. She had developed a group of friends that she would go out
with and kept in contact with her family on a regular basis. She continued to
live this lifestyle until her son was bom when she was twenty-seven. After
the birth of her son, Jason, Kathy returned to her mother's home and lived
with her for a year. Her mother would care for him at night while Kathy
worked. Kathy became concerned that her son would not be able to
differentiate who his mother was, so she moved out and into her own
apartment.
During the first year after her son's birth, Kathy had difficulty
walking and tripped a great deal. By chance, she accompanied one of her
nieces, who suffers from same disease, to the doctor's office. The doctor,
whom Kathy had seen previously, requested permission to x-ray her to get
updated pictures of her hips. The x-ray revealed that her hip was "hanging
on by a thread".

She was informed by the doctor that she would have to

have a hip replacement operation immediately. She was thirty years old.
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She had the surgery and was released from the hospital after two
weeks. She spent the next few weeks in physical therapy learning to walk
again. The operation was a total success and she was able to do many more
things than she had ever been able to do in the past. However, as a result of
the long hospitalization and rehabilitation process, Kathy lost her job and
she was forced to go on welfare to support herself and her son.
Over the next several years she concentrated on caring for her child
and advocating for him in the school system as he had "special needs" that
required specialized programming. She became very active in a various
youth recreational organizations. She served as a board of directors member
and organized fund raising events. She was very involved in her son's life
and provided him with a positive and stable home life.
Kathy described herself as "I was always caring for somebody, always
thinking that I could solve everybody's problems". She spent a great deal of
energy not only in advocating for her son's educational needs, but also served
as an advocate for other children as well. A determined individual, she
would research the different issues reading whatever information was
available on the subject and become an "expert" on it.
Unfortunately, her health continued to present problems for her and
eight years after her initial hip replacement she was forced to undergo
surgery for a new hip transplant. She had assumed that she would be able to
recuperate with the speed and the degree that she had with her first hip
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operation. This was not the case however. Instead, she found herself a
prisoner in her own home unable to go outside and maneuver in the world.
At the time she was living with her son and her boyfriend who was an
abusive alcoholic. What once had held meaning in her life, all her
involvement with different social organizations and school programs, was out
of her reach. She was unable to get out of the house.
I leave the hospital after seven weeks. I shouldn't have. I lived on the
second floor. My boyfriend had to carry me up the stairs. I couldn't
use crutches, I had to use a walker. So, it was eight months before I
left the my house because I couldn't get down the stairs. I had
therapists coming to my house, physical therapists, occupational
therapists, and then eventually, I thought I was going crazy, I had a
psychologist coming to the house. It was too much. I wasn't used to
being down. I had always worked...It was like I wasn't able to function
and it was scaring me, you know, I was getting more and more
depressed cause I couldn't drive, I couldn't do nothing, I couldn't leave
my house. Plus, I had a boyfriend who was into drinking and I had
that to deal with, and a kid that was acting up in school...so, all
different things had been happening to me. [My boyfriend] had been
drinking, my friends seemed to have forgotten all about me. You know,
I learned that when you can't do for somebody, people change.
She recalled that she spent her days watching television and became
an avid watcher of all the soap operas and talk shows. She would watch the
talk shows and would then read up about the different things that they were
discussing such a depression and so forth. She credits these shows with her
decision that she needed help with her own mental status and depression,
therefore, she asked for a psychologist to come to her home.
Kathy described herself as being independent and being able to do
things on her own without the help of others was very important to her.
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Consequently, while she recuperated from her surgery and was unable to
walk without the aid of a walker, she devised elaborate procedures to
accomplish her daily tasks of running a household rather than relinquishing
them to other household members. For example, she would loop a large
canvas bag around her neck and put different items in it. For example,
silverware, cups, and plates, then she would push her walker to the table to
set it. She could get into her living room with a cup of tea by using various
counters and pieces of furniture as resting places for the cup along the way to
the living room. She did not want to ask for help or to have someone else do
things for her.
She was stuck in her house and was unable to find the incentive or the
ability to leave it until she saw an article in her local newspaper about
community college. She read the article about a program that community
college had for single welfare mothers and other older women who were
interested in going to college. A picture of the most recent graduates
accompanied the article. One of the woman in the picture was a person that
Kathy had gone to high school with and she remembered her as not being a
particularly bright student. This gave Kathy an idea. She felt that if that
person could manage to graduate from a community college program,
certainly she could. She recalled that in the back of her mind she had always
wanted to go to college, but that she didn't think that she really could do it,
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I didn't get my GED until a month before I decided to go to college,
because I always thought that I was too stupid.
Seeing the picture of her former high school classmate in the
newspaper provided her with the opportunity to consider that she might just
be able to succeed at college. This was because she felt that she was smarter
than that individual and if that person could finish the program, she would
be able to. She also confessed that she had always wanted to go to any
college, but not just any college, she had wanted to go to this particular
community college. Seeing her former classmate's picture gave her hope that
she could finally go to community college. She recalled,
I watched them build this up [the college campus] from scratch and
every time that I would drive by I would say, I'm going to go to school
there, I'm going to work there. And it's a thought that I kept constantly
in my head. And it's come true.
After reading the article, Kathy contacted the school directly and told
them that she would like to become a part of the program. The major
obstacle that she recalled having to address was that of the reaction of her
son and her boyfriend to her attending college. They were not supportive of
her decision to go to school. They had both grown accustomed to her being
home all the time, of having her be totally available to them whenever they
needed her and dependent upon them for a great many things as well.
The second obstacle to her attending community college was that she
had neither graduated from high school nor had she ever gotten a GED.
saw the article in the spring time and was determined that in the fall she

She
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would be attending classes at the college. She viewed it as her opportunity to
finally break away from her present life of being restricted to her own house.
Over the summer, she took her GED tests and easily passed them. By
September, she had made it clear to her family that she was determined to go
to college and that they would have to adjust. She gave her boyfriend an
ultimatum, that if he didn't like the fact that she was going to attend college,
he could leave. Initially, he opted to stay and to be less vocal about her
attending college. Eventually once she started attending college their
relationship fell apart.
Making the decision to start community college was easy for Kathy.
Once she had decided that she wanted to go, she channeled all her energies
into accomplishing the task of starting school the following September. She
felt that the time was right for her to attend community college. As she
stated,
Not everybody is ready to go to college, I think I did so well because I
wasn't doing anything else. I was 39 years old, and here was an
opportunity to go to college, free, down the street from my house. [I
thought] Let's go for it!

Community College Experience
Kathy arrived at the school not knowing anyone at all. However, she
quickly found a multitude of friends. She opted to off-set her nervousness by
talking with people and becoming as involved at college as she could. During
the first year at community college she was a student in a program for re-
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entry women students. The program is a year long and prepares the
participants for either additional college or entry level positions in human
services, business or allied health positions.
The school day ran from 9:00 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. However, Kathy’s day
often started earlier when she would bring her son, Jason, to school. He was
in junior high school when Kathy started college. He had many problems in
school. Often, Kathy would have to be at his school to meet with teachers,
vice principals, principals, guidance counselors, or adjustment counselors
prior to going to her morning class. Jason, in addition to being a special
needs student academically, was also a behavioral problem and was
suspended regularly from school for his acting out behavior.
During that the first year, Kathy, along with her classmates would
meet in the designated classroom for the first class of the day. The room was
located off the main corridor of the school, separated from the other main
areas of the college. Each morning, the class, consisting of approximately
twenty women, would assemble, sit in their chair/desks grouped in a circle
and discuss any issues or concerns that they might have. The focus of the
program was to provide the women with an environment which would give
them the opportunity to develop the necessary skills to attend college or to
seek employment. As it was a program designed for women who had never
have gone to college, a great deal of attention was placed on helping the
women develop their coping and interpersonal skills. Consequently, their
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first class of the morning was a time for the participants to discuss what ever
issues they might have that were helping, hindering, or of concern to them.
Kathy stated, "I felt uncomfortable when women would really get into their
problems". Otherwise, she was at ease with the program. The women would
separate into two groups; human services and business.
Kathy quickly acclimated to the program and felt very comfortable in
it. Unlike many of the other women in the program, she had spent many
years in the work world and had a sense of what was expected in terms of
punctuality, scheduling, and following through as well as prioritizing tasks.
She applied the framework that she had used in her work life to her new life
at college.
She recalls her experience in the re-entry program,
I think that I was ready to leave (the re-entry program), I think that
after the first semester, I could have (matriculated directly into the
college), but I stuck it out, to get what I could out of it. I take
advantage of services that are around...when everyone else decided to
do computers in the second semester, I said I could wait on the
computer and I took the introduction to psychology course. I did it
different than other people, I figured I had to get started.
Kathy credits the program with providing her the foundation that she
needed in order to succeed at college.
The Re-entry Program is an excellent program, and like I tell
everyone, that if it wasn't for the program, I don't know if I would have
been able to get as far as I did. Or do as good as I do. My self esteem
was built up...like the first time I had to go into a class without the
rest of the re-entry students, I was scared, but I did it. [because of the
support of the re-entry program].

Ill
Kathy describes herself as a "people person" and found that the
experience of attending community college provided her with a much needed
opportunity of being with people after spending eight months in her
apartment.
Personally, I was never shy. Like, I found out about the school real
quick. The first thing that I found was the smoking room. Once you
get in there, you talk to everyone. I think that's how I got to know so
many people quicker than the other women. Being a talker, and being
in there, well, you know (I met a lot of people.)...I would go into the
cafeteria and there was (sic) a few people sitting at a table and I
needed a seat, I would ask, "Can I sit here?" The next thing you know,
we're involved in a conversation.
During the time that Kathy was a student at community college, she
worked a "work study" job. Work study is a program which provides jobs for
students within the different departments in the college and they are paid a
stipend. Kathy worked as a secretary. Everyday, after class got out at 1:30
p.m., Kathy would head to her work study job and work for a couple of hours.
She quickly became very comfortable in her different roles at college.
All of Kathy's classes were held in one building. The majority of them were
held on a second floor level. However, the school is handicapped accessible,
complete with an elevator and it was easy for Kathy using her crutches to get
around the campus. She recalled, "I like this campus because it's small. It's
small enough so that I can get around. That's why I enjoy it so much.".
After the first year, Kathy graduated from the certificate program in
human services and enrolled in college as a full time student. She decided to
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get her associates degree. Academically, she had done very well in her
courses during her first year at the college, maintaining a 3.5 average in her
classes. She continued to work at her work study job, attend classes, take
care of her son, clean, cook, do laundry, and be an special needs advocate for
her son. Jason continued to have difficulty in school.
For Kathy, college was a much welcomed relief. She had been "locked
up" in her apartment for such a long time and she had little contact with the
outside world. College was the catalyst for her to once again interact with
the world beyond the walls of her apartment. Attending college put her back
"on track", she was meeting people, learning new things and most
importantly, she was feeling better about herself and her ability to do things
both physically and mentally.
Kathy excelled in her classes, however, she was uncomfortable with
her good marks. She recalled that she had a hard time accepting her good
grades,
I first started getting A s, I thought they [teachers] were taking pity us
poor old women coming back to school. I really thought that I couldn't
accept that I actually worked for these A s. I used to think at first that
just because she [teacher] likes me. Now after a while I began to think
that yeah, with some teachers I have good repoire, but with others, I
barely talk to them at all, and I was still getting those As...[after a
while], I said to myself, Well, you got that A. You had to do some
studying to get that A.
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Life After Community College

I am proud (of graduating from community college). But, I still don't
feel complete...The disappointment of going and getting this degree
and going out there, [work worldl and having it treated like it was
nothing by the people that I work for. And you know, just seeing that
everything that I learned in school isn't like it really is on the outside.
So they educate you, and then you go out there, and find out it's
not...it's scary, is what it is...
Kathy graduated from community college three years prior to the
study and received an associates degree, however, she has not left community
college. She is working at the college as a secretary. Upon her graduation,
she took two years off from school and worked. She then applied to a
university nearby to further her education and get a bachelors degree. She
was accepted into the program of her choice, but opted to defer her entrance
by one semester. I met Kathy during that period of deferral. She was at a
crossroads and was having a difficult time making a decision about whether
she should attend the four year college. Having graduated from community
college, she had pursued work in the field that she had majored in, but was
quickly disillusioned with the working conditions that she found. She was
confronted with her employers unwillingness to allow her the opportunity to
utilize the skills that she had learned in school. Instead, they viewed her as
a secretary, and assigned her secretarial duties. She left the job after only a
few months and returned to work at the college part time as a secretary. The
decision to return to community college was not a difficult one for Kathy as
she had carved out a niche for herself and was well known and liked at the
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school. She knew everyone on staff from janitors to the president and was
well liked, by students and staff alike. Even as we toured the college
together, I was aware of the high level of acceptance that she had achieved.
As she walked down the corridor, in response to the sound of the distinctive
clanging of her crutches and dragging of her feet, people working in the
different offices called out to her to say "hello" as she passed.
She recalled that she had always dreamt about and wanted to work at
the college. Now, she felt that her dreams had come true. She has her office
and her "very own mailbox " with her name on it. In addition, she has been
able to take more free courses because she is an employee. She had taken
several courses in other fields than her major to broaden her perspective.
Although she had achieved a great deal since graduating from community
college, Kathy was unhappy because she was "stuck".
It's just so nice here. Like, it is scary to leave here for something
bigger. You know, everybody is so friendly, I've been here so long, I
know everyone...[and everyone knows me)...but that can be a problem,
you get too comfortable. You know, I know that I can do, well, I want
to say better than this, because I know this is a good job, but, I know
that there is more for me out there, besides just this college. But, if I
decide that I'm too comfortable here, I might stay here, then, in five
years, I'd say, Why did you do that? So, I want to look at it as a
temporary experience. That's all I want to do.
One of the major changes that Kathy felt occurred as a result of her
attending community college was that she learned,
I am capable of doing all kinds of things. I'm not stupid...the
aggressiveness, being able to talk, to be able to speak up, you know,
things I really didn't do too well before. You know, I didn't know a
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whole hell of a lot about choices before. Now, I know I have all kinds
of [life] choices.
Her relationship with her son has changed dramatically since the time
that she enrolled in community college. He watched her attend classes and
struggle with the work load and although he did end up quitting high school,
he has gone on to get his GED and is now attending classes at community
college. He seeks advice from his mother about what classes to take and they
spend time studying together. She has succeeded in obtaining enough credits
for another associates degree in liberal arts. Consequently she had two
options of study to choose from when she decides to go on to the university for
her bachelor's degree.
She has been accepted into two different programs at two different
universities, both of which offer her a fine education. However, she has been
unable to commit to either one. She is unable to comprehend having to pay
such high tuition at either of the universities and therefore, not being
financially secure has been a major drawback for her. She has changed jobs
at community college and is now working as a student counselor with the
women in the program that she first attended when she went to the college.
She is getting great fulfillment out of this position.
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Portrait of Susan
Life Before Community College
I first met Susan when she was only fifteen years old. At that time, I
was a fledgling social worker and the agency for which I was working was
temporarily housed in a halfway house for drug addicts. Susan was a
resident of the drug house. I never had any direct professional contact with
her and merely would exchange an occasional "hello" as we would pass each
other in the corridor.
I did however get to observe her on a daily basis at the program for a
period of weeks. Being the youngest resident, she "stuck" out from the other
residents who were primarily in late twenties. Susan was very pixie-like.
Standing a scant four feet ten inches tall, with a mane of long blonde hair
cascading down her back, her face covered with freckles, and sparkling green
eyes, Susan literally lit up a room. She was everybody's "kid sister" in the
program and it was evident, even from the position of an observer, that the
rest of the residents were very protective of her. She possessed a wonderful
quality of innocence and honesty. It was interesting that when we talked
about her life prior to attending community college, Susan recalled the time
that she had spent in the half-way house very similar to what my
observations and recollections had been, she stated,
I ended up in the Safe House Program. It was weird, because I was
the youngest person in the program. Everyone else was in their
twenties and I'm just a kid, fifteen years old. They took real good care
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of me. They protected me, especially the guys. I liked that. I still keep
in contact with a couple of them. Some of them are dead now though,
and some, well, I just don't know where they are. I know that it was
important for me to be at Safe House. I learned a lot about myself.
Susan comes from a middle class working family. She is the youngest
of five children. She has two sisters and two brothers. Unlike the other
women in the study, Susan has always been very close to her family and
credits them with providing her with the foundation and the support to go to
community college resulting in her making positive changes in her life. She
recalled her life was relatively stable while she was growing up. She
remembered doing the "normal" things that families do like fighting with her
siblings, playing together, going on picnics, vacations, and family events.
For Susan, the changes in adolescence were the moving forces for her
getting into difficulty as a child. She recalled getting "off track" as an
adolescent, she skipped school, hung out with other adolescents who were in
trouble, and experimented with drugs. It became apparent to her parents
and to school officials that her drug experimentation and truancy were
interfering with her ability to complete her school work and function as a
normal teenager. Her parents, unable to control her behavior and fearful for
her safety arranged for her to attend the Safe House Program, a half-way
house for drug addicts. She recalled,
I was pretty normal. At least up until adolescence. I began to get into
trouble then. I don't know why, I just did. I was hanging around with
a group of kids that were more interested in skipping school and
getting into trouble. They used drugs.
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She spent eight months at the Safe House program and believes that it
provided her with a great deal of insight into the problems that she and other
people have in their life. She really can't say why she became involved in
drugs, but believes that it was because she just wanted to be like all her
friends who were experimenting as well. Unlike her friends situations, her
parents responded to her inappropriate behavior by confronting it directly
and having her placed into a drug half way house.
Susan talks with a degree of fondness when she remembers her time
at "Safe House". She successfully completed the program and returned home
to began her life again as what she called, a "regular kid". She attended a
vocational high school, studied floral decorating and managed to graduate
even though she did occasionally skip school. She no longer was involved in
drugs or alcohol abuse.
Susan recalls her high school days as having been a positive time
period for her. She had many friends, enjoyed the classes when she went,
and generally liked the experience. She laughed when she talked about how
she would skip school and always get caught. She said that she always liked
school, it was just that she just didn't want to miss out if her friends were
skipping, so she would go along too.
Graduation was important to her. She talked about the fact that high
school graduation was a milestone in one's life and that it was a "gateway" to
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a new time in one's life. She admitted that at the time she had been confused
about what she would do with the rest of her life.
I graduated at seventeen years old and I remember that I thought
that, Now, I'm on my own. I probably could have done something [like
go to college], but, I didn't know...I really didn't know what I wanted to
do. I always thought that I would just get married and have kids.
The year after she graduated from high school she did marry,
At eighteen, I married a man who was older than I was by ten years.
He was a good provider and I thought that I was very lucky. I knew
that I would never have to work. I had everything that I wanted. I
could just go out and buy anything.
She thought she had found the ideal situation. She was "in love" and
she had a husband who was able to give her the materialistic things that she
wanted. Soon after they married, Susan became pregnant with her
daughter, Alicia. Her husband's substance abuse increased and her life soon
became dictated by his drinking and his moods. As result of his increased
abuse of alcohol, he became physically abusive of Susan. In addition, he also
badgered her emotionally and verbally. She stated,
I could take it [the physical, emotional and verbal abuse], or, I thought
I could. It wasn't until he threatened to hit Alicia, who was only an
infant, that I left him. I left with nothing but the clothes on our backs.
My family was wonderful, I don't know what I would have done
without their support and love. They welcomed Alicia and me with
open arms. It was difficult though, I was used to having plenty of
money, and my own house. I had nothing. I had to go on welfare in
order to survive.
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The decision to leave her husband and her marriage was a difficult
decision for Susan to make. She and her daughter would be safe, she
recalled, but they had nothing, no security.
It was scary [being out on her own with no financial support], but it
was better than being beaten or having my daughter beaten.
When she left her husband, Susan s life changed dramatically, not
only in terms of her decision to leave her marriage, but also in terms of her
health. She had many medical problems previously and soon after she left
her husband, she became very ill. She was given a great deal of medicine to
attempt to dull the severe pain that she was in as doctors attempted to
determine what was wrong with her. After several weeks, the decision was
made that she would have to have surgery.
I had a full hysterectomy at twenty years old. That was really hard. I
thought my life was over. I was depressed. I remember it as if it were
yesterday. It was when the nurses were on strike, so the hospital was
sort of quiet. They put me in the children s ward instead of the
maternity ward because they didn't want me to be near the
babies...there would be no more children in my life, and it was very
difficult to accept that...I've lost my womanhood. I was angry with
everyone, all the doctors...
At twenty years old, Susan found herself separated from her alcoholic
and abusive husband, a single mother with total responsibility for her two
year old daughter, and recovering from major surgery. She had no money
and no future. Her life, as she had previously envisioned it, had been
destroyed. She knew that the quality of her and her daughter's lives,
depended upon her ability to provide for them both.
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While she was in hospital, recuperating from her surgery, she made
the decision to go to community college.
While I was in the hospital, I started questioning my life saying where
am I going? What do I want to do? I'm a single mother. Do I want to
remain stagnant or move forward? It gave me time to sort out my life
and decide what do I want to do. When I was released from the from
hospital, I took a few days, made a few calls, contacted community
college, contacted the hospital to start out as a volunteer, and signed
up for martial arts. Six weeks after the surgery is when I began
school. It was a difficult time because I was still recuperating, and I
was in a lot of pain and discomfort.

Community College Experience
Susan remembered that the first few weeks of school were very
difficult for both her and her daughter. She stated,
I had a lot of decisions to make and she (daughter) was still very
young...she was only two and one-half years old...and still needed me.
She'd cling, she wanted mom. She had a hard time understanding that
I was bringing home homework. Why do you have to do that? She was
old enough to understand that I was not spending all my time with
her. So, the first few weeks of adjusting were a lot of changes. Home,
being a housewife, I could sleep during the day. I could do what I
wanted. I could be lazy, you don't have things to do. You have medical
appointments, doctor appointments with the children, or dental
appointments, there's nothing really structured. Nothing to look
forward to. Just in the house, day to day...so the change to going to
school was dramatic for both myself, and my daughter.
Susan made the decision to enter community college as a means to find
a better life for her and her daughter. Initially, her goal was to get into a
program which would give her the credentials to get a job that would support
herself and Alicia. She didn't know what to expect, but believed that she
could do it if she took her time and went slow. She made all of her professors
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aware of her physical condition at the beginning of the school year and had
her doctors send in supporting documentation as well.
Susan recalls that the professors were very understanding of her
situation of having just had surgery and were very empathetic. They
provided her with a great deal of support during the first few weeks of
college. She was very intent on doing a good job, so she forced herself to
attend every class, even if it meant that she was going to be fifteen minutes
late because she couldn't walk very fast or was in a great deal of pain. In
addition to the support from the professors, Susan also had a great deal of
support from her family. She was living with her parents when she first
started community college.
Her day began at 6:00 a.m. when she would wake up and get ready for
the day. She would get herself showered, dressed, and then she would wake
up Alicia. Then it would be Alicia's turn, she would dress her and feed her
and by 7:30 a.m., be on her way to drop her off at the babysitters. After
getting Alicia settled in for the day, Susan would drive her car to the college.
Classes generally started at 8:00 a.m. for her. She would stay at the college
until 2:30 p.m. each day in classes or doing her work in the library or
socializing in the cafeteria. Then, she would get back into her car and drive
to her internship placement where she worked each day from 2:30 p.m. to
4:30 p.m. for a total of ten hours each week for college credit. After that she
would once again climb into her small, beat-up subcompact car and drive to
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her babysitters house to pick up Alicia. Generally, Alicia would want her to
play with her when they would finally arrive home. Susan would have to
balance playtime with cooking their supper. Each day it was the same
routine, right down to the evening bath, story time, and bed time. Once
Alicia was asleep, Susan would begin to concentrate on her schoolwork or
attend to the household chores such as cleaning and laundry that needed to
be done.
Weekends were different. Whenever possible, Susan would try to keep
her weekends free so that she and Alicia could spend the time together. On
those occasions when she had too much work to do, her sisters would help by
taking Alicia for the weekend, thus giving Susan the time to complete the
work that she needed to do. She recalled,
Weekends were hard. Sometimes, she would just block me in, I would
say the heck with it and I would put my homework aside, play with
Alicia and just stay up late. I had to follow my schedule religiously, it
was boring. It was hard trying to be all these different places, and still
be there for Alicia. There were times when I wanted to throw in the
towel, there were tears. Alicia saw me in tears...I look back and I can't
believe I did all the things that I did. Each course was a struggle, each
semester was a struggle to keep it all together...
Susan was able to complete community college program in three years.
The first year she was enrolled in a program for certification in the field of
medical transcription. She chose that program because she had been in the
hospital and felt that she would be able to get employment. Unfortunately,
she was unable to become proficient in the typing. She did however enjoy
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several of her other core liberal arts courses that she was taking.
Consequently, after her first semester at college, Susan looked for some other
major.

Life After Community College
As hard as it was for Susan, she really enjoyed her community college
experience. After graduation, she commuted to a university for the next two
years, taking courses both during the day and night, continuing to attend
school full time, and balancing her daughter s needs with her own. Her
family remained extremely supportive of her goals and played a major role in
her being able to continue her education. She and Alicia lived in their own
apartment and Susan worked part time jobs particularly bartending jobs.
She remained on partial aid throughout the time that she completed her
bachelor's degree.
Approximately six months after she graduated from the university, she
was hired for a position in her chosen field and went off all of her welfare
assistance totally. She has been continued to be employed in the same
agency for five years. During that five years period, she has received two
promotions. Her position is one that is well respected and is an important
position which provides her with financial security, as well as an opportunity
for professional growth. In the fourteen years since Susan first entered
community college she has achieved many different accomplishments
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including an associates degree, a bachelor's degree and experience in
different work settings. Although she is satisfied with all of her
accomplishments, she continues to look for more. Presently, she is
anticipating going to graduate school. She is exploring her options, but is
being cautious. This is primarily due to Alicia. She is a fifteen years old and
Susan feels strongly that Alicia needs her to be available to her more now
than when she was younger. Consequently, Susan is considering waiting the
two years until Alicia graduates from high school before she starts graduate
school. She is convinced however, that one day, she will go to graduate
school to pursue more knowledge in her chosen field, and is convinced that it
her community college experience Furthermore, she is also convinced that it
provided the foundation for her to want to continue her education as her
community college experience exposed her to the concept of learning and
gaining new knowledge in order to better understand not only oneself, but
also the world around oneself.

Portrait of Marv
Life Before Community College
I met Mary for the first time when she came to my agency on behalf of
one of her younger siblings who was living with her and was having
difficulties. I didn't have any contact with her other than that brief meeting.
Years later, Mary came back to the agency to request that she be allowed to
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complete an internship at the agency where I worked other community
college course requirements. She worked at the agency for a period of several
months, completing her required hours and then she left. During the time
that she worked as an intern I was her supervisor. Therefore, I had the
opportunity to observe her work and talk with her about her professional
goals and aspirations. I was aware that she had a family, but I was not
aware of what her family life was like.
Approximately two years after Mary left, she contacted me regarding
some technical advice concerning legal issues in which she was involved in.
She wanted assurance that if she ever was found dead, that her husband
should be considered as a suspect in her death. She wanted me to alert the
police of this possibility. I had often thought of Mary and what she might be
doing with her life. I had lost track of where she was. She had always
intrigued me, because I knew that she had done so well in college and I often
wondered if she had been able to secure employment in the field that she had
wanted. I had heard via mutual acquaintances that she was working in a
local agency and I asked an intermediary to tell her that I would like to
speak with her. At the time that I contacted her to be a part of the study, I
had not seen nor heard from her for four years. She was very excited about
the thought of participating in this study. She had been out of school for four
years and thought that it would be interesting to be involved in an academic
project once again.
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She made suggestions to me of other people that she knew were
welfare mothers at the time that they went to community college as well.
She was very eager to be a part of the study.
I spoke with Mary over the telephone and made arrangements for her
to meet with me at my home. Initially it was like a reunion. We hadn't seen
each other for several years and we spent some time just "getting used" to
each other again. Mary is a very heavy set woman. All of her life she has
been obese, weighing over 200 pounds at age thirteen. Recently, however,
she had slimmed down from her 350 plus frame to a 200 pound frame and
was very excited about the fact that she could wear real clothes, clothes that
were fashionable. She has blonde hair and blue eyes. She is an excitable
person, who speaks fast when she is excited. Mary is quick to give you her
opinion. She describes herself as being "a person who cares deeply for the
underdog and is very protective of those people who can't take care of
themselves". Mary is a "systems-smart" person, a person who is able to
understand the complexities of bureaucratic systems to her own advantage,
thus enabling her to get the maximum benefits that she may be eligible for.
She has been able to translate this working knowledge into a skill that she
puts into use for other people as well, either directly advocating for them or
giving them advice on how best to proceed. She is able to become adept in
the workings of any system that she is involved in whether it be the welfare
system or educational system. For instance, when she was on welfare, she
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was proud of the fact that she knew every standard that was applicable to
her and could recite them verbatim. Mary described herself as a very
determined woman who pushes ahead, full throttle, once she makes a
decision.
Mary appeared to be very comfortable speaking with me not only about
the things that she might share with most anyone, the "safe" topics for
example, where one works, weather, or whatever but also with telling me
about some pieces of her life that I had no knowledge of because our
relationship previously had been one of supervisor/worker. This time, our
relationship was much different. She viewed me as someone with whom she
was to share the intimate details of life, in order to better understand what
her life had been like for her.
Each time we met the hours easily passed by and we found ourselves
extending well beyond the time limits that we had originally allotted to meet.
Mary was very anxious to tell me everything she could that would help me to
understand what had been important to her during the time she went to
community college up through the present.
Mary returned to school when she was thirty-seven years old. The last
time that she had been in school, she had been fourteen years old and had
walked out of the eighth grade. She didn't know what to expect when she
returned to attend college, but she knew that she wanted very much to go to
college. She had reached a turning point in her life and knew that she had to
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make some changes. She had four children and was married to a man who
physically and emotionally abused her. She was convinced that her husband
would eventually kill her, so each day she lived in fear for her life.
To begin to understand how Mary found herself in that situation, it is
helpful to have some information about what her life had been like.
Therefore, I asked her to tell me about her life growing up so as to set the
foundation of understanding her experience. She recalled,
It just was so lonesome, so...it's absolutely the worst feeling in the
world to know that there was nobody you could turn to. Nobody to
count on, Nobody you can even talk to, and let them know that all this
stuff is going on...
As a young child, Mary often felt alienated and isolated. Overall, growing
up for Mary was very difficult and painful. She is the first of fourteen
children bom to her mother. Ten of her siblings are living and reside within
twenty miles of her home. Mary stated that she sees some of her siblings
more often than others and there are several of them that she has not seen in
years and that she has no desire to see them at all.
Her mother was sixteen years old when she gave birth to her. Mary
recalled that they had very little when she was growing up and that life was
difficult,
My family is poor and illiterate...I can remember when I was a kid
walking to the Salvation Army. If you told them you didn't have any
shoes, they'd give you a pair of shoes....
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During the time that Mary was young, her mother was an active
alcoholic, drinking daily. Mary reflected that in hind sight, her maternal
grandmother was an alcoholic also. As a result other mother's alcoholism,
Mary's young life was extremely chaotic. She never knew what condition her
mother was going to be in, therefore, whether she would be drunk or sober,
Mary at a very young age took over the role of being a mother to her younger
siblings. Her mother was married to three different men while Mary was
young.
As a result of her mother being an alcoholic and unable to provide
adequate care for her children, the state child welfare authorities intervened
and the children were removed from the home. All of them were placed into
the care as wards of the state. They were placed into different foster homes
and residential programs. One brother went to what was then called a
"training school" for his behavioral problems. When Mary reflects on her
childhood, she recalls painful memories,
...the hurt was just too great. When I was too young, there was no one
who cared. Nobody cared. I could have dropped dead in the middle of
the street and they would not have missed me.
In and out of fostercare for several years, Mary returned to her
mothers house when she was twelve. When she was thirteen, her mother
"threw" her out of the house because of behavior problems. Once again Mary
found herself committed to the state's care and she was placed into the foster
care system. She finally ended up at a residential program for girls who had
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behavioral problems. She remembered that initially she did well at the
program. However, because she had some family concerns, she walked out of
the school and never returned. This was precipitated by a telephone call
from her mother telling her that the family was in crisis,
I did pretty well there, at the school, with all my family problems, they
wouldn't let me go home to visit them...[then one day] my mother
called me at school and told me that my brother was in trouble. He had
sexually assaulted one of my sisters. He had just come out of a
residential program...I told her I was coming home immediately...
And she did, Mary left the residential program without getting
permission to return home. Her main concern was to try to get the matter
straightened out. She had always been the person in her family who "fixed"
things. She was the healer, the protector of her siblings. Furthermore, at
age fourteen, she was painfully aware that her mother was unable to deal
effectively or appropriately with any problems that her children might have.
Mary rushed home and found her mother incoherent, having slipped into a
state of alcohol induce sleep. She recalled,
...when I got to my mother, she had passed out, by the time she came
to, she was like, What am I talking about?...At that point, I had had it
with her. I thought, They don't want me to do anything. They could
care less. I remember that's when I decided just to leave and not come
back. ...
After that incident, Mary ran away to a major city nearby. She was
fourteen years old and believed that she would be able to get "lost" in a larger
city and that the authorities would not be able to find her as easily if she left
her home town. She recalled,
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I didn't have any place to go. I didn't have any people. I didn’t want to
go back to the school. The fear of the consequences of the school
[because she had just walked out] in a young mind is greater than the
fear of being out in the street. And, once you're out in the street, it
didn't matter. You make friends, you adapt and adjust. You do what
you have to do to survive....
In order to survive, Mary became involved in a subculture of
runaways, prostitutes, and drug addicts. She reflected on that time with
amazement as she recalled how she managed to live on the fringes of these
behaviors without engaging in them herself.
Somewhere along the line, as miserable as my mother made me, she
instilled some real strong values. Drugs and drinking, being
promiscuous, that just wasn't something I could bring myself to
do...[the other people] they accepted me that way...
At the age of fourteen, Mary supported herself by becoming a barmaid.
She states that she always looked a great deal older than she was because of
her excess weight, so when she would apply for work, she would lead them to
believe that she was older. She worked in a "strip joint" as a cocktail
waitress when she was fifteen years old. Finally, she was overcome with the
fear that the police would come into the strip joint to do a raid and that they
would find her and place her into a detention home. This prompted her to
leave that job.
After she left her job at the "strip joint" she went to work in a candy
factory on an assembly line. She was able to work, and to get money to
support herself, but she could not get an apartment because of her young age.
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Consequently, she lived with different people, in different places, staying
until her welcome would be worn thin.
When she was sixteen years old, Mary became pregnant. Although
she was very sophisticated in dealing with survival on the streets, she was ill
prepared for a pregnancy. She was totally unaware of her pregnancy until
she miscarried when she was six months pregnant.
Mary became involved with a man who was thirteen years her senior
and when she was nineteen she got pregnant by him. She had a baby girl.
She and her daughter immediately went on welfare. Soon after the birth of
their daughter, Mary and her boyfriend "broke up".
She then became involved with another man and had a son by him.
According to Mary, this man was verbally, emotionally, and physically
abusive towards her. After a year and a half, she was able to break free from
the relationship, however, she was pregnant with her third child.
She continued to live in what she called "the ghetto" area of the city. It
was a difficult time in the city as well because the issue of desegregation was
very intense and racial tension was extremely high. Mary, who is a
Caucasian woman, was living with her biracial children in an all black
neighborhood. Even so, she stated that she felt very protected and safe in
her neighborhood. For the first time in her life she felt that she had been
accepted for who she was and felt as if she "belonged" there. She lived in
that neighborhood for eight years until her mother with whom she had
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reconciled, asked her to move back to her former city to be closer to the
family. Mary packed up her children and moved back. She and her mother
began to repair their relationship and developed the mother-daughter
relationship that they had never had in the past.
Subsequently, Mary reunited with the father of her first child and they
lived together for thirteen years. They had one more child together. From
the beginning of the relationship, Mary was aware that her relationship with
this man would be difficult. She was aware that he was living under an
assumed name because he had allegedly killed someone and had never been
caught. She became caught up in his web of lies and deceit. They lived
together for many years without getting married and finally, after seven
years, they married.
Over the years, their relationship became increasingly more difficult
and volatile. He became physically abusive towards her, striking her,
breaking her nose, collarbone, ribs, and several fingers on different occasions
during his rages. Mary recalled how she had continually made excuses for
him and her willingness to remain in this abusive relationship,
I think it has a lot to do with your self-esteem and self-picture and at
that point in my life, I was super, super heavy....I was really into a,
this is all it's going to be. I'm married. I have a family....He didn't
care that I was fat. He didn't care that I hadn't finished high school
He didn't care that I had walked out of high school...all I knew was he
cared for me. He made me feel secure.
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Although she felt that she had no choices in her life, she somehow
understood that she could not stay in the relationship with her husband, and
that she was not happy with herself or her life.
There was some point I crossed over and thought, well, I deserve
better. And I think that I was also faced with the fact that the kids
were getting older and I was going to have to live alone with him....it
was just, I don't want to be here. I don't want you to live in my house.
It was like someone smacked me. I've always been a funny person,
once I make up my mind and do it. I just do it...I can't listen to
anybody. I can't take advice. I have to just follow it through from
beginning to end...
In addition to being involved in such a violent and abusive
relationship, Mary was also very unhappy with herself and the fact that she
was so obese, well over 300 pounds. She had found out that she could have a
gastric bypass operation which would cause her to lose weight. She decided
that it would be the only way that she would be able to lose any weight at all.
Her decision to have the operation was met with great opposition from her
husband. She recalled that when she made the decision to have surgery to
lose weight, that it was the first time in her life that she went ahead and did
something for herself regardless of what her husband wanted her to do.
I did exactly what I wanted. Everybody, my mother was against it, he
[former husband! was against it, the kids were afraid I was going to
die. I was like, I don't care! This is for me. Finally, I'm going to do
something for me.
The operation was a drastic measure which involved surgery to staple
her stomach and intestines nearly closed so that the quantity of food that she
could ingest at any given time would be limited to very small portions. The
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operation required that she spend several days following the surgery in the
hospital and that she have a substantial recuperation time period. This
necessitated her husband and children taking more responsibility around the
house.
It was during this time period of her recuperation, she received an
unsolicited letter from community college suggesting that she [or for that
matter, any eligible member of the household] could go to community college.
After reading the letter, she remembered she thought, "I can do that!". It was
at that point that she made the decision to attend community college. She
had never completed high school, so she first had to take her GED. She
successfully completed her GED tests and then signed up for college. She
started classes in the following January, against her husband's strong
objections.

Community College Experience
Mary matriculated directly into the regular college program. She did not
attend any special programming for re-entry women. She decided to take
courses in the human services department because of her personal
experiences as well as her desire to help other people. She could visualize
herself helping others. Quickly, school became a haven for her. She was
getting the attention that she had so long craved, but had never gotten.
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Mary had started school against the wishes other husband and he
continued to be abusive towards her. He would use the fact that she was
attending college as an excuse to become violent towards her. However, this
did not deter her from her goal of completing community college as she
believed that staying in school was very necessary for her survival. She
chose to approach school with a very simple attitude. She believed that,
...you get to school, you get an education, you get a better job which
means that you don't have to get another man which means you can
support the kids yourself.
She began to see that staying in school and graduating was critical to
her personal survival as well as for her children s survival. An education
would provide her with the necessary credentials to become gainfully
employed and then self-supporting for herself and her children. Community
college came to represent freedom to Mary, freedom from the abusive
relationship that she had with her husband. Her husband continued to
express his anger regarding her decision to attend college by beating her.
Throughout her first two semesters, she found that at times, she was amazed
that she was going to school at all. Daily, she would struggling to find the
strength to continue on with her decisions. Her husband continued to resent
her attending school. She recalled,
All I had to do was to say the wrong sentence and it [the beatings]
would start all over again...I just said [to myself], I have to think of a
way to get out of this. I've got to be able to take care of myself, and not
let them [Department of Social Services take my children. See, it was
really important that they didn't get my children. That they didn't call
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me an unfit mother. I wanted both a mother and father for my
children, but, if was going to have just a mother, then, I was going to
take care of them. ..The kids were not going to be separated and
shipped all over the place. I'm debating in my head where to go with
this. How to do this? Meanwhile, I'm going to school and as I'm
getting into school, I'm learning things. I'm learning that there are
things that I can learn. I made friends. People who just liked me for
me, and not anything else about my life. They knew nothing about my
life...
She managed to sustain herself through the beatings that she was
receiving and to maintain herself at school during the first semester. She
met with great academic success her first semester and believes that this
positive experience only fueled her desire to graduate and leave her husband.
She stated that,
School was always easy for me. Even college was easy for me. I barely
cracked a book...I've got a good memory. When I put my mind to
something. I can read back from what I read in a history book. I’d
study for a test an hour ahead that kind of thing...I mean I had
everything right there. I had genuine interest in it...
During the summer months after her first semester at community
college, Mary underwent additional gastric by-pass surgery. She started
school again the following September determined that she would achieve her
goal of graduating from community college regardless of her family turmoil
and any physical problems that she might have or incur. She became almost
obsessed with being the best in everything that she did,
I had to be the best. I just didn't go to school to be there. I had to have
A's in everything. I had four full semesters of straight A s in
everything and I had this psychology professor who gave me an A
minus, just to make me understand that perfection could be
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dangerous, and that I was going to kill myself if I continued to try to
be perfect.
She recalled that she struggled to keep her family situation separate
from her community college situation. She remained what she called,
"separated in two, one was the person who went to school, the other was the
person who had to go home at night to her family and abusive husband".
In essence, she was living simultaneously in two very different worlds
and having to continually adjust to each one as she made the transition
between them. She remembered that,
People [at college] didn't know anything about my rotten
background...I became good at my classes, and people knew I was
smart, I became respected. I was the only tutor [at college] for the
criminal justice courses...people knew they could come to me if they
were having trouble [with their school work]...I was getting a lot of
recognition from it [tutoring] and I liked that. I really liked the feeling
that I got from being that way. It wasn't that I was better than anyone
else, I just felt useful... My attitude about myself was more positive...I
was still going through things with my husband, but, it was like I was
two separate people. When I went to school, I was this person, when I
went home, I had to be this person, but I couldn't let this person know
what that person was doing. As far as the home, the family, my
husband, because, if I let him know, he might ruin it. He might step
in and do something. Or he might stop me from going....
Mary knew that she had to get her schooling paid for or her husband
would become very angry. They were living on welfare and had few
resources. Consequently, she relied on financial aid to fund her education.
In addition, because she became such a good student, she was given
scholarships which covered the cost of her tuition and books. Thus, her
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husband could not get angry with her for taking money away from the family
[even though he did not work or contribute to the family's financesl.
Mary's day would begin at 5:00 a.m. when she would get up to be on
the road to do her morning pick up of mentally retarded adults to bring them
to their respective workshops. Her first scheduled pick up was at 6:30 a.m.,
she had fifteen people to pick up and get to their workshops before 8:00 a.m..
The area that she covered encompassed forty miles. Once she had delivered
her passengers to their work, she would drive to community college to begin
her day as a student. She would attend her classes and then go to her
workstudy job. Once she had finished her workstudy hours, she would leave
college and drive a mile to her internship agency. She would work there for a
couple of hours each day and then at 4:00 p.m. leave to go on her evening
rounds of retrieving her morning passengers to bring them home. She would
finish her rounds in about two hours. By 6:00 p.m., she would return home
to her children and husband. She would cook supper and then leave again to
work at a local bar as a bartender. She would work until 1:00 a.m in the
morning. On those nights that she didn't bartend she would go out to bingo
immediately after supper. She was intent on not being at home and did
everything within her power to be away from her husband.
I'm getting all this attention [at school] and then I'm going home after
leaving school and I'm getting all this negative feedback. So, I'm
getting more and more unhappy. We re fighting constantly, first
because he's so threatening, and then because I had gotten an outside
job. I was bartending at night, going to school during the day, doing
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an internship, and then driving [a bus driver for mentally challenged
adults]. So, no one ever saw me at home, but when I did get home, it
was so miserable, that I was dying to get out of there....
Mary had developed a successful schedule which provided her with the
opportunity to avoid her husband, but in doing so, she did not see her
children who ranged in age from seven to twelve years old. During this time
period her children were in the care of their father for the most part or were
left to fend for themselves. Mary recalled that she did some things for them
during this time period such as to provide them with food, clothing, and other
basics, but that overall, she was so caught up in her own life, she was unable
to provide much emotional support to them. Although her husband had been
physically abusive towards her for years, she believed that he would not
become abusive towards the children and therefore felt confident in his
ability to care for them in her absence. She relied on her older children to
provide structure for the younger children as well. Perhaps not the best
choice, she now says, but at the time, she felt that it was her only choice. She
states,
It was like this, I was working. I was going to school. So, I'm working
basically four jobs. He was the one home with the kids and that was
okay. I wasn't afraid that he would hurt the kids, I knew that he
would hurt me. That was okay. The kids were safe, they had their
father, I was a married woman. Whatever it was worth, I made my
bed, I was laying in it...I wasn't too happy a person, but, I wasn't on
the street. It was safe. I had all the elements that people from the
outside looking could say, This is a normal family...I said, okay, you
have a husband, kids, and a house. You're safe. He only beats me up
once in a while.
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Mary developed several meaningful relationships with other students
when she was at community college. She recalled that she spent the majority
of her time with two other women who were also welfare mothers attending
community college. Although they did not have all of their classes together,
they spent a great deal of time together. All three of them were also on the
work study program so they spent extra time at the school working. They
would meet and "chit-chat" together before classes and before their work
study jobs would start. They would even study together in-between their
classes either in the cafeteria or in the library. In addition, she did associate
with the younger students especially when she would tutor them, but she
never developed any friendships with them. She did however, develop strong
friendships with several of her professors. She would assist them in their
offices, answering the telephone, organizing the work, and preparing
materials for class. In return, she got recognized by them for work well done.
I came here [to community college] for an escape and instead of coming
and getting an escape,...I got a lot more than I bargained for. I learned
a lot, I got to meet people. I got to change my own personality a little.
The other side of the coin of what I got here is recognition. You know, I
kind of went through my whole life not having any recognition and all
I had to do [here at community college] was little things and I got
recognition, and it was very soul feeding. Made me feel like a human
being.
She enjoyed the way that she was treated when she went to school.
People would want to be with her to socialize with her and she found that she
enjoyed it. She found that she wanted to be able to socialize outside of school
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as well. She discovered that her whole desire as a person became different as
the result of her attending college. She found,
People respected me because I had intelligence, and I seemed to know
what I was talking about. I got on with the people well in school. I
had a few friends there...the teachers seemed to respect me. I was
feeling pretty good about myself. But then, at night, when I went
home, I had to bury that again. I couldn't bring that home. And I
found it harder and harder, to slip back into that [at home] person...I
didn't want to be that woman...
Mary stated that she was like a sponge. She absorbed as much
information as she could during her two years at community college. She
reflected that she chose the courses that she did, human services and
criminal justice, in order to get information about how she could get out of
her bad situation. She was not only looking for an education, but also, for
answers to the dilemma in which she found herself and her children.
She took a lot of psychology courses and used the information in her
day to day life and with her children. According to Mary, the knowledge she
gained from these courses helped her to understand, not only her own
children and their actions, but also her siblings', her mother's, her s, and
even her husband's. She believes that the courses that she took helped her to
understand that she would have to leave her husband if she ever wanted to
be free from being in an abusive relationship. Consequently, Mary's
experience at community college strengthened her resolve to move away from
the lifestyle that she had known,
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I think at one point I could have followed an other course, and
probably been one of the dregs on the street. At one point I could have.
Linda [a close friend of hers, who was a single welfare mother
attending community college at the same time as Mary did. ] went that
way. She went to the extreme left and we were as close as sisters. We
met here [at community college]. We went to classes here. We both
were "A" students. We both competed against each other and excelled.
Now she prostitutes, and takes drugs, and lost her family, and lost
everything, and it [college] wasn't a real positive experience for her.
Somewhere, she lost it. It went the other side of the way for me. I lost
everything, and went through a whole lot of stuff that would help me
to pick it up in a different direction....School, it helped me see people
having normal lives, so their lives are abnormal to me. My life was
normal. Their lives were abnormal. But when you start getting to the
point where you don't want to keep your normal life, and you want the
abnormal life, then there's a change happening and being around
teenagers, and people who are even my age, and then in between;
there was like all these ages here. You could relate on one level or
another. I could chum with the kids if I wanted to, I could chum with
the older people if I wanted to. I could chum with the faculty if I
wanted to. So I could intermingle, well, so I got a wide variety of
stimulation and recognition. The younger people recognized me
because I was older and I had the ability. The older people recognized
me because I was younger than them, but, I was doing this work, and
the teachers were glad that I was smart enough that I could take some
of the work off them too.
Mary graduated with high honors from community college. She was
accepted to a university to further her studies but was unable to attend
because she lacked the finances. Although she had been working several
part time jobs, she and her family were still receiving partial payments from
welfare. She could not afford to go to school and continue to support her
family. The university costs were a great deal higher than community
college costs and although she might have received scholarships, they would
not have paid for her total tuition, books, and commuting expenses. She
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opted to seek full time employment rather than attend the university,
believing that one day she would get to college to get a bachelor's degree.

Life After Community College
The summer after she graduated from community college, Mary was
operated on again. This time to have the excess skin removed from where
she had lost weight. She was thrilled, because in her mind, she was finally
going to look "normal" and be able to wear normal clothes. Her relationship
with her husband was strained and volatile.

Once again, he was

emphatically against her having the operation. She stated that she was at
the "I'm doing it for me" stage of her life and that nothing was going to deter
her from having the operation.
During the summer after her graduation from community college,
while she was recuperating from her surgery, her husband gave her a
particularly vicious beating. She left him only taking the clothes on her
back. She recalled that she made a conscious decision at that point that she
would never go back to him, regardless of the cost to herself. She stayed with
friends while her husband remained in their house with their children. After
a few days, she decided to fight back and filed a restraining order to have
him vacate their house and refrain from abusing her. She returned home
and began to pick up the pieces of her life.
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She secured a job in the human service field and supported her
children. Seven years later she is still working for the same agency,
although not in the same position. She has received several promotions
within the agency, and is now a program director in a residential program.
She has clear goals and direction which she attributed to her community
college experience. She can envision her future on both personal and
professional levels. She has remarried and states that her relationship with
her present husband is completely different from her relationship with her
first husband. It is a relationship based on trust and respect, rather than
mistrust and fear. Three of her four children are self-supporting. Her
youngest daughter is in fostercare because she ran away from home on many
occasions and is unable to "get along with her mother". Even so, Mary is very
actively involved in her daughter's life, and is waiting for this period of
disruption to be over.
Mary still thinks about continuing her education. She is negotiating
with her employer to provide funding for college classes and believes that she
will return to school to get her bachelor's degree one day.
For Mary, community college proved to be a vehicle to free her from an
abusive marriage and to give direction for her career. She believes that she
would not have made the changes in her life if it were not for the experience
that she had at community college. That this experience provided a strong
leverage point from which she could leap into a new and better life.
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I make more money now than I ever thought I would in my life. I'm off
welfare. I didn't think that I would ever be off welfare. I was on
welfare when I was nineteen years old...and that was that. Welfare
was it. Count on the second and the seventeenth every month, check
days...it feels good to be off welfare. I don't have to report to them. I
don't have to feel guilty if I work an extra day...

Portrait of Michelle
Life Before Community College

...All my life I was taking care of someone else. I left my house from
taking care of someone else, to having him [sonl, and taking care of
someone else. So, when I went to school, I enjoyed it, and I hope to do
it again.
Michelle, at twenty-two years old is the youngest of the participants in
the study. She had been referred to the study by her mother, Mary, who was
also a participant in the study. Michelle had given birth to her son, Michael
when she was seventeen. She applied for welfare for herself and her son.
They had been receiving full benefits for four years when I met with her
regarding this study.
I interviewed Michelle at her home. She made the suggestion that we
meet at her home because she did not have any means of transportation and
would not be able to come to my office. She lives in a newly renovated
housing project. I had previously heard a great deal of talk about the
negative conditions within this particular housing project. It is a large
development and has the reputation of being a very violent place to live. As I
drove to the project, I thought about what it must be like to live and raise
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your children in a place that is very violent and tried to imagine what impact
that might have upon Michelle and her son's lives.
As I approached the entrance to the development, I was struck by the
crisp, cleanliness of the development. Everywhere I looked there was newly
planted shrubs, green grass, large brick buildings dotted the development,
and the entire development was situated overlooking the ocean. The area
was encircled by a wrought iron fence, and had a security check point at the
entrance. It was as if I were going into a very private, expensive condo
development, rather than a public housing project. I drove past the three
story brick buildings to the water and followed the road along the edge of the
water to a row of town-house units. Michelle's town house unit was an end
unit with an water view.
She and her son were watching out the front window when I pulled up
to her house. She immediately came outside to greet me. I had remembered
Michelle as a young teenager and now she was an adult. She appeared to be
very tired and lethargic. Overall, she looked a great deal older than her 22
years. She is a heavy set person and was dressed casually in jeans and a
shirt. As I followed her back into the apartment, I was aware that she was
walking slowly and deliberately, as if each step took a great deal of effort for
her to complete.
Her apartment was neat and sparsely furnished, yet it contained all of
the important basic and needed items. It was a bright first floor apartment
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with painted white walls and beige carpeting. There was a large collage of
pictures of her son on the living room. It was filled with many photographs
of him with different people, doing different things, all chronicling his life
events. Initially, we spent a good amount of time allowing her son, who was
three and a half at the time, to interact with me and become comfortable with
having a stranger in his house. He was eager to show me his house and gave
me a tour of the living room. There were toys for him to play with, a couch,
television, and VCR. The living room had patio doors that opened onto a
small patio and back yard. In addition to the living room, there were two
bedrooms, a small dining room, kitchen, and bathroom. It was in a lovely
setting, lush green lawn with the ocean just steps away. I was amazed at
how tranquil the area was in comparison to what my perception of what it
would be like had been. I had envisioned abandoned automobiles, trash
filled gutters, and lots of people milling aimlessly about. Instead, I had
found manicured lawns, fresh painted buildings, and young children playing
quietly in their backyards.
Once we sat down at the dining room table, Michelle and I spent some
time "catching-up". We talked briefly about her family and how she had
changed over the past five years since I had last seen her. We spent time
comparing parenting notes as my son is the same age as hers and basically
just took some time to "get used to each other". I felt as if Michelle was
"sizing me up", trying to decide whether she would trust me. After
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approximately ten minutes, I sensed that Michelle was ready to move on into
the actual interview. However, her son Michael suddenly appeared and
decided that he wanted to have a drink of water. As one might surmise, this
interview was the most disrupted and at times disjointed. This was due to
the fact that periodically, Michael would wander from the living room into
the dining area where were we were sitting to bring a toy for me to look at or
just to check out what we were doing. In actuality, it was an added benefit to
the interview, as I was able to observe Michelle parenting her son.
I formally started the interview by explaining to Michelle what the
study was about, what her role would be in the study and how the data
gathered would be used. I asked her, as I had with the other women that I
interviewed, to begin by telling me about her life prior to the time that she
had gone to the community college.
I had previously met Michelle when she was preadolescent, about ten
years old. At the time, her mother was completing an internship for college
credit at school at the agency where I worked. She would occasionally bring
in Michelle and her other children for a brief visit. The next time that I
recalled meeting Michelle was when she was being seen at my agency as a
client. I had no contact with her at that time, other than knowing that she
was now involved with the agency.
Michelle is the oldest of five children bom to Mary. She is biracial, her
father is African American and her mother is Caucasian. For the majority of
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Michelle's life, she lived with her mother. There were periods of time when
her Father would join the family as well. She has one half brother who
shares the same mother, but has a different father, one half sister, and one
full sister. Growing up, all the children lived with their mother. According
to Michelle when she was growing up her role in the family was to be a
helper. She recalled that she was ten years old when her mother attended
community college and that,
We kids were proud of her, I mean we'd brag about her going to college
when we were in school. We really didn't know what is was about. I
just knew that I had more work to do at the house, taking care of the
kids and everything. I didn't like that.
According to Michelle, growing up in her household was not easy.
There was a great deal of turmoil. Her parents, when they lived together,
would fight a lot of the time and her father was physically abusive to her
mother. At the young age of seven or eight, Michelle took on the role of
protector of her younger siblings. She saw her role as being the one to make
sure that everyone was "okay". In particular, when violence would break out
in her home she would intervene with her siblings to try to remove them from
the area as quickly as possible so that they would not get hurt or see what
was happening.
Michelle's adolescence was a turbulent time for her. When she was
fourteen, she was trying to be helpful one day and decided to back the car out
of the driveway for her mother. In doing so, she accidentally ran over a
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young neighborhood child who was instantly killed. Michelle was
devastated. The whole family, including her extended family of aunts and
uncles, rallied around her trying to give her support. The incident caused
great deal of discord in the neighborhood which became split into two camps,
one for Michelle, the other against her.
After she was charged with vehicular homicide and went to court her
difficulties continued. She began to act out against authority figures,
particularly her mother, and the school. She would skip school regularly and
started to run away from home, staying away for days at a time. Her Mother
was unable to control her. Consequently, by the time she was fifteen,
Michelle no longer lived at home. She was placed in the custody of the State
and lived in a succession of foster homes. Some were in her home area while
others were not. She remained in foster care for two years until she was
seventeen. During this time period, her relationship with her mother and
other family members was strained. Michelle and her mother kept in touch
with each other and visited with each other often.
According to Michelle, she never found high school to be difficult for
her academically, in fact she recalled,
Now that I think about it, I loved it. But, when I was there, I just blew
everything off. I always did good in everything, all the classes that I
had. There’s just something about not being there. I mean when I was
in high school I used to skip school a lot...but, I loved being in school, I
loved my teachers. I had tons of friends and everything..[I would] sit
right out there in the school yard [instead of going into the building].
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Having no goals and no real support system, Michelle left school when
she was in the eleventh grade, having actually completed the tenth grade.
Soon after she left school, she became pregnant.
Once she found out she was pregnant, Michelle decided that she would
not return to high school. She made the decision to get her GED instead.
However, she found out about a special school program for pregnant teens
and decided to go there. She stayed in the program for several months until
her son was born.
The time period immediately following the birth of her son was very
difficult for Michelle. She was having problems finding a place to live and
had no means of support for herself and her child. She decided not to return
high school or to the special program for teen mothers, but rather, opted to
eventually get her GED.

Having been on welfare all of her life and having

listened to her mother "work" the system, Michelle had a good idea of what
her benefits were and what she could "get from welfare". Therefore, she
decided that the best option for her and her son was to "get on welfare".
Michelle and Michael went to live with her mother for two months.
Michelle got her own apartment with the help of an agency that provided
housing and counseling to teenage mothers and their children. She was not
working nor was she going to school. Her days consisted of caring for her son
and just hanging out with other teenage mothers who lived in the same
apartment building. She had no schedule and nothing to do. Her daily
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routine consisted of changing dirty diapers, feeding her son, watching soap
operas, and television talk shows, day in and day out. She didn't go out with
her friends. Her relationship with her son's father had deteriorated. She
described it as being an "on again / off again" relationship. She had no time
for fun anymore. She just had to be available to her son whenever he needed
her. It was during this time that she decided that she "should" go to
community college. She didn't really have a great desire to go to school, but
knew that she would be able to get a "better job" eventually, if she did go to
college. She recalled,
I just decided that I wanted to continue my education. The community
college was the closest because it was just across the street. All the
resources to get my things together, get myself together to go to
community college was [sic] there, too. It was close to me and my
mother had gone to the college. So I thought that maybe things would
turn out as good for me as they did for her.

Community College Experience

When I went to [community college] my day care situation was so
horrible. I had a hard time in school, and the classes I took were early
in the morning classes. ..One of my classes, at 8:00 a.m., he shut the
doors, so if you weren't there at 8:00 a.m., or before, then you wasn't
[sic] coming in the classroom. [My son's] day care bus came at quarter
to eight in the morning. So, if the bus was late, I was late. Seventyfive percent of the time the bus was late.
Michelle started community college when she was nineteen years old.
She was actually close in age to the "traditional" students that were
attending community college. She knew many of the other students that
were in her classes because they had attended high school together. Michelle

155
found that community college was a familiar place to her because as a child
she had been there on several occasions with her mother who had been a
student. Consequently, unlike the other women in study, she was not only
familiar with the buildings, she also had a role model who had attended the
college, her mother.
Michelle entered community college without any goal. She just
"wanted" to go and thought that she "ought" to go because her mother had
such a wonderful community college experience. Michelle more or less just
floated to community college. Inasmuch, she never had a real commitment to
attending college. She viewed attending community college in a much
different manner than did the other women in the study. Unlike the other
four participants who thought of their attending community college as a
vehicle for change, Michelle was unable to focus on the long term aspects of
her attending college. Although she understood that going to community
college would help her become self supporting, she did not have any idea of
what she wanted to accomplish. She stated,
I was trying to take transferable classes that had transferable credits
just in case I ever changed my mind because I wanted to get into
college, and I wanted to get into something and I wasn't sure what it
was. And I wasn't sure if I was going to change my mind, but I
changed my mind all the time.
Michelle found her time at the community college to be very confusing
for her. She was unable to grasp what it was that she wanted to do with her
education nor was she able to grasp what was expected of her as a student at
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a community college. She felt as if she was "missing something"; as if her
involvement with her professors and her classes was incomplete. She did not
feel that she was getting any support from her professors and that the school
administration was not very supportive towards her either. She recalls her
experience with several of the courses that she took,
The other classes were, I don't know, they would just, like the teacher
came in, It was like nothing.
Michelle did not experience any connection to her community college
experience. It merely represented a place where she had to go each day. As
her personal situation became more difficult, she felt that the college was
becoming unwelcoming and stressful. She felt that her college did not
understand her special and unique circumstances of having to deal with her
infant son and her lack of adequate day care for him. She stated,
...my mother, she didn't have that problem [no day care] because she
had me, and I mean, we could always take care of ourselves, but, I
didn't have the same thing for him...I started in the fall, but, it was
very frustrating. I mean, I was so angry, and I was always in tears
about it, and I also wanted to do good, not for me, but for him, and I
couldn't do that, and that was making me angry too.
When Michelle did go to school, she tended to isolate herself from other
students. Even though she knew many other students, she chose not to
engage in socializing at college. Between classes she would generally do her
homework, either in the cafeteria or in the library. Her goal was not to have
to bring any work home with her so that she could concentrate on her son
when she was at home. She recalled,
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I never hung around with anybody when I was at school. I always did
my homework at the school, in the cafeteria, or in the library. I tried
not to bring my work at home, but, when he went to sleep, I'd go to my
typewriter, and do what I had to do.
It became increasingly more difficult for her to attend school. Her
son's day care situation worsened. When he was no longer eligible to attend
the day care program that he had been attending, Michelle became
dependent upon other young mothers who lived in the building that she lived
in to babysit him. This arrangement was less than ideal. The young teenage
mothers were not responsible and would often not be available to babysit at
the last minute. She stated,
At first I stopped going because where I lived, there was a lot of girls
in the building, so on alternate days, "so and so" would watch him, and
then after a while, everyone was starting to get into their own little
thing and I didn't have anyone else to watch him.
Attending community college was a confusing time for Michelle. She
was not able to replicate the experience that she had perceived her mother
had as a community college student. Furthermore, she was extremely
conflicted regarding her role as a mother or student and was unable to
integrate the two roles. She felt guilty about her time spent at the college
because she believed that she was not dedicating enough time to her son.
I was young and I was trying to raise him and so when I was going to
school, I wasn't around him. Not that I didn't love him, or anything,
but, it was like a break when I went to school, so I liked going to
school.
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Michelle completed two semesters at the college. During the summer
she was denied day care by the department of welfare because she was not
going to school full time or working. She lost her day care voucher. When
the following September came, there was a "freeze" on providing day care
vouchers for student mothers. Consequently, her day care was not renewed
even though she was now going to be going to school full time.
Michelle had no one to turn to. Her family could not provide any relief
to her, nor did she have the funds to secure day care on her own. She
decided to register for classes anyway and to try to get her friends to watch
Jason for her so she could attend school. This system did not work. It
became increasingly frustrating for her, and she began to miss more and
more school. She recalled,
First, I started missing days; then I was getting warnings, warnings
from my teachers. They were telling me, you know, I was starting to
miss too many days. "Maybe you should think about withdrawing."
but, by then I was determined to try and finish that semester.
Despite her efforts, Michelle was unable to continue at college. She
actively sought help from the Department of Welfare, her community college,
friends, and family. She literally just walked away from college leaving
behind a series of incomplete grades for the semester. She has not returned
since.
Michelle has a strong sense of failure as the result of her not
completing her associates degree. She feels betrayed by the system, as if no
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one would, or could, have helped her when she really needed it. She has no
sense of completion or closure with her community college experience and
does not believe it impacted upon her.
I don't feel better about myself...because I didn't finish...makes you
(sic) disappointed. But, I can't say that I've made myself such a better
person, because, I don't feel like everything is there yet.

Life After Community College

Even now, a little of the spirit is kind of gone. To go back to school. I
want to go back to school, but I don't have as much spirit to go as I did
then.
Since leaving the community college, she has moved away from that
area and is living in a different city several miles away from her community
college. She lives with her son and spends her days caring for him. She is
very isolated from the "outside world" and is dependent upon others to give
her rides to shopping or to doctor's appointments. Although she lives in a
very nice apartment, in somewhat of an idyllic location, she is very unhappy.
All of her family lives in her former city, and she is unable to see them as
often as she would like to.
She is unhappy living so far away, but related that she had no real
choice in the matter. She applied for assistance in finding a home for herself
and her son and that was the only location available. She feels trapped by
the system, yet has no motivation to initiate any change by going back to
college or to receive job training.
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Interestingly, she is within close proximity of a college. When I
questioned her about the possibility of her attending that college, she stated
that she had not thought of that because she was planning on returning to
her former community college. She was unable to conceptualize that she
might be able to attend another college and transfer her credits.
Since leaving the community college, Michelle has maintained her
relationship with her mother and her siblings. For a period of several
months one of her younger siblings, who was having problems at home, lived
with her as a foster child. Michelle found that it was difficult to parent her
adolescent sibling and saw many parallels to her difficulties in adolescence,
including her inability to "get along with her mother".
Michelle feels that she has not gained anything from her community
college experience. At least she is unable to articulate exactly what she
might have gained from going to the community college or how her
experience as a college student may effect her or her family. She stated,
[life]...no its not any different [having attended the community
college.] I think that,...I took something out from it so it made me
different as to the way I may think or speak or teach him [her son],
but, on the other hand, I don't see that much of a difference.
Her life continues to be very similar to what it was prior to her
attending community college. She primarily cares for her child and tends to
his needs. She has put herself and her own development on hold. She is
overwhelmed with the role of being a single parent.
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Summary of Portraits

These portraits are intended to provide the reader with a detailed view
of the women in the study and how they maneuvered in their worlds. As is
evident in the presentation of the different women, they each had very
different circumstances that led them to attend community college. However,
they each had some similar experiences as well.
The five women presented may not be typical of welfare mothers who
attend community college; however, many of the problems that these woman
faced, may also be present in other welfare mother's lives.
The details presented are done so with the intent that the reader will
be able to have a three-dimensional view of each woman, as it is impossible
to begin to understand how they approach their worlds, unless the reader has
insight into their history.

CHAPTER V
MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL
I came to the community college for an escape and instead of coming
and getting an escape, I did get some of that, I got a lot more than I
bargained for. I learned a lot. I got to meet people. I got to change my
personality a little. The other side of the coin, here, is that I got some
recognition and it was very soul feeding. Made me feel like a human
being.
Mary
My intent initially in the study was to gain an understanding of what
the experience of attending community college had been for each one of these
women and what factors in her community college experience had, if at all,
contributed to her changing the manner in which she understood her world.
The areas that I explored are the following:
How did she come to understand what community college was
all about?
What aspects of her experience did she attach significant
meaning to and why?
How did/does her community college experience impact on her
day to day life?
In listening to the words of the women over and over again, I found
that there were several areas that concerned the majority of them.
Therefore, although the intent of this study is not to generalize the
experience to all welfare mothers who attend community college, it is of
interest to note that several of the women who participated in the study had
similar experiences, concerns, and interests, in their community college
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experience. Furthermore, they experienced similar rites of passage during
the time that they attended community college. These were,
rethinking the role of education in their lives.
disbelief that they were competent to do the work in community
college.
being accepted and recognized by a professor.
accepting that they were competent.
integrating the home person with the school person.
The free flowing design of the interviews provided a forum for the
women to tell their stories in detail and they did. The women openly shared
the intimate details of their lives with me. There were many different
aspects of their lives which they labeled as significant to them. Such areas
as family support systems, past educational experiences, need for security,
and personal relationships to name but a few.
Unfortunately, this study cannot address all of them. After reviewing
the data many times looking for themes to emerge, I found that
overwhelmingly the major theme that materialized was that of "self identity"
and how it effected and impacted upon their community college experience as
well as their present lives.
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Pathways to Community College
The pathway to community college was different for each of the
participants. However, each journey started in a similar fashion, that is,
each of the women had to rethink her position with regard to higher
education. Initially she adopted the perception that community college could
offer her something positive. Although she was not clear as to what that
something positive might be; community college meant change to her. At
best, all five of the women felt that community college would give them the
skills that they needed to get off welfare. That was their intended goal.
For the most part, education had not been a positive experience for
any of the participants. In fact, for several of them, it was a particularly
painful experience. For example, Ann had a difficult time with the
educational system both in high school and in her previous college
experience. In high school, a time which was very chaotic for her, she
received little direction, encouragement, or assistance from any of her
teachers or other school staff members. She quit high school in the eleventh
grade for a short time period but returned to graduate. She was unable to
graduate with her class because the school determined although she had
been excused for medical reasons, that she did not have the required gym
class. She was forced to take what she considered to be extra classes during
the summer after her senior year in order to graduate. She was ostracized
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from college by the staff because she was pregnant. As a result, she resigned
herself to believe that "...college was not for me".
Kathy's decision to leave high school was based on the fact that she
found it too difficult to get around in her high school due to her physical
disabilities. She had always been treated differently by the other students
and in elementary school was treated as if she were retarded by them. She
did not receive any support from the school authorities. As a result, she
performed poorly in school and stayed back on two occasions. She truly
believed she was stupid.
Michelle left high school in the tenth grade because she was not
attending regularly and was flunking her classes. Mary left the public
schools when she was removed from her home by state officials because there
were extensive family problems. She was placed into a residential program
which had an educational component.
Of all the participants in the study, Susan was the only one who had a
positive high school experience. However, she admits that she chose to skip
school and hang out with her friends rather than attend regularly. She did,
however, managed to graduate high school.
In all five of the women's situations, high school had been a negative
experience. They left feeling as if education was a negative force in their
lives and that they did not need any more education. This negative
experience failed to provide them with a strong base from which to actively
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build additional educational experience. What they determined they needed
in their life were survival skills for the real world.
Also contributing to their negative educational experience was that
fact that several of the women in the study, with the exceptions of Susan
whose parents and siblings graduated high school and Michelle who
experienced her mother going to community college, were raised in families
that had poor records regarding education. Neither their parents nor their
siblings and only a few extended family members for that matter graduated
from high school. There was little value or emphasis placed on education
within their families.
In fact, Mary, Kathy, and Ann had been raised to believe that
education was for other people and not for them. What was expected of each
one of them and perpetuated by her family was that she would get a job and
work until she started to have children. Then she would go on welfare and
take care of her children.
Given this background and indoctrination, why would these women
even consider that they might be able to go to community college to get an
education that would be of benefit to them? They had no concept as to what
or how their lives could be different if they did go to community college.
Therefore, the decision to go to community college was a critical decision
because it was the beginning of their journey away from their operational
world. It was the first time that any of the women had really questioned her
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status quo. The boundaries other world began to change and her perception
of what her reality might be changed as well. This decision was the first step
in her personal transformation to believe that "education is not only for other
people, but also for me".

Trigger Events
It is always hard to predict change in our own lives or in those around
us. Not because we are unperceptive about each other, but because
people change most frequently and thoroughly because of the
experiences and the accidents that happen to them.
Ellen Goodman (p. 19)
Why is it that these women even began to think about going to
community college to further their education? Why, at particular points in
their lives, did they consider such a change? The literature discusses the
phenomenon of life events which cause people to rethink their life position
(Mendlesohn, 1980; 1989; Goodman, 1972). These life events serve as a
catalyst for individuals to make changes in their lives as well as providing
the opportunity to the individual to reevaluate and prioritize their life.
As I listened to life histories that the women presented, a theme that
began to emerge in four of the five women s stories. Each one of them had a
significant trauma or event which led her to make the decision to enter
community college. This event served as the "trigger event" to her thinking
about making changes in her life. The exception was Michelle. Although,
she was a teenage mother who was experiencing great difficulties at the time
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that she entered community college, there was no precipitating event which
led her to seek out community college.
Each of the other women described "being trapped" in their lives before
they went to community college. They felt that they had no control over their
lives and found that the community college gave them some control. Mary,
for example, was controlled by her abusive husband. Mary stated,
I was smart enough to know that I needed to get out of the
relationship, but, I also knew that I needed to do it the "right" way to
protect myself.
She was afraid that he was going to kill her. Their relationship had
been a volatile one for years, but had escalated in the year before she started
school to the point that she was extremely fearful of him. He had beaten her
severely on several occasions. She had come to the realization that her
children were getting older and that soon it would just be herself and her
husband in the house. She knew she did not want to live alone with him
because of his propensity for violence. Mary had a sense that she needed to
do something to protect both herself and her children, but initially, she did
not know what or how to do it.
Consequently, when the unsolicited letter [part of a mass mailing to
her community at large] arrived at her home inviting her [or anyone else in
the household] to attend her local community college, she viewed it as an
opportunity to get the information that would help her get out of her
marriage "the right way". Interestingly, she viewed the form letter as a
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personal invitation for her to come to community college and believed that
because the community college sent the letter to her, that they must think
that she could do the work. She recalled that at the time she felt that the
school was the "authority " and if they wanted her to come to community
college, she would go (Gilligan, 1982). She did not consider the fact that she
did not have a high school diploma or GED as in any way hindering her
attempt to get into community college. She entered into the process with
tunnel vision intent on achieving her goals. She had two major goals to
achieve. The first was to get information about how best to get out of her
marriage. The second was to get a job so she could support her children
without her husband.
She was going to go to college because "they" [the community college]
had said [in the letter] that she could attend community college. It was the
first time she had ever been told that she could go to community college. She
truly believed at the time that the introductory form letter from the
community college was a special invitation directed to her and that they
[community college] wanted her to come and study there.
Kathy’s desire to attend community college was motivated by a need to
create a positive intervention in her life. Secretly, she had always wanted to
go to go to community college. However, she believed that people "like her", a
high school drop-out, could not go to college. She did not know what she
would or could take for courses at community college but in the past, she
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enjoyed and valued learning. In addition, Kathy viewed attending
community college as a means for her to get the education that she needed to
secure employment. In the past, prior to her second hip operation she had
always worked. When she had been working, she had lied about her
education always putting on her application that she had graduated from
high school because she believed she would not be hired without a high
school diploma. Consequently, she lived in fear that she would be "found
out" one day and that she would be fired even though she was very capable of
doing her job. She believed that achieving an education at community
college would alleviate the possibility of her losing her job once she reentered
the work force.
Although reentering the workforce was important to Kathy, the
primary impetus for her to attend community college was to force her out of
her apartment. She had not ventured outside her apartment for a period of
eight months. She had become a recluse, totally dependent upon her
alcoholic boyfriend and her adolescent son. She was slowly deteriorating in
her ability to function as a productive individual.
Her motivation to go to community college was sparked by seeing a
picture of a high school classmate whom she believed was not as smart as
she, graduating from community college. She thought that she could do just
as well, if not better than that individual had. For the first time, she began
to view herself as being a student at community college because this woman
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that she knew had gone there, and succeeded. Inwardly, Kathy related that
she knew that if she did not make the effort to go to community college then,
that she might not have ever left her apartment again.
Susan, like Mary and Kathy made her decision to attend community
college very quickly. She had just separated from her husband, had had
major surgery, and as she said, "...had no future". Her primary goal was to
get into community college, take courses that would prepare her for the work
force and then get a decent paying job. Susan, prior to entering community
college, unlike the others, had a clear cut plan for her future mapped out in
her mind. Clearly, Susan was reacting to a trigger event in her life as her
original life plan had been destroyed. She recalled,
I would not have gone to the community college if my marriage hadn't
broken up. I would have been content to take care of my child and just
be a mom. That was all I thought I would ever be.
Susan actively sought out community college and what it offered her.
She was familiar with the concept of higher education because she had
several siblings who were involved in attending higher education at the same
time that she was making her decision. She arranged for appointments with
counselors and discussed what she would major in. She made all the
arrangements prior to actually starting classes. Although Susan revised her
educational plan after her first semester because she was exposed to other
options that were available to her, she remained true to her original goal of
becoming self supporting as soon as she was able to.
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Ann's trigger event might well be considered by others to be less
critical than were the events for the other women. However, to her it was
very frightening. It centered on the fact that her youngest daughter had
entered the first grade. What that meant to Ann was that she was no longer
needed during the day. She had lost her sense of purpose even though her
children still lived with her. She was experiencing what has been termed the
"empty nest syndrome" (Mendlesohn, 1980; 1989). That is, experiencing a
void because ones children have left home. It can occur when the children
enter elementary school, go off to college, or leave the household to establish
their own home. Ann's children were not with her as much as they had been
in the past because they were in school all day. She experienced a great loss
due to this.
Ann was introduced to the idea of going to community college purely
by chance. She happened to be out front of her house and a neighbor
happened by at that time and told her about a program at her local
community college. This neighbor asked her if she wanted to go. Ann viewed
going to college as something for her to do while her children were in school.
Michelle had no significant event or real motivation to attend
community college but rather, opted to attend because she thought she
"ought" to get an education because it had worked well for her mother.
Furthermore, in her case, a community college was literally across the street
from her house so it was convenient. Of the five women in the study,
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Michelle had the least commitment to attending community college and
interestingly was the only one who did not finish.
According to Mendlesohn (1980,1989), welfare mothers are not the
only reentry students who may experience this phenomenon of experiencing
a "trigger event". She found that in the women that she studied, both
welfare mothers and non-welfare mothers, overwhelmingly, those who met
with success in college had experienced such an event in their lives. This
study substantiates these findings and also found that those women in the
study who had an identifiable trigger event precipitating their attending
community college, were highly committed to the experience. It served as an
catalyst to achieving academic success as a community college student.

Timing
I don't think if I had seen the article six months before I did that I
would have even considered going to the community college. I was just
ready to do something. I had to do something for myself. At the point
that I was and I decided that I was going to the college..
•

Kathy
At the time that they made the decision to enter community college,
four of the women were at a time in their lives that centered on redefining
themselves and the positions that they found themselves in. Each one was
either in either a crisis or had recently experienced an event which had
caused her to rethink what was important in her life presently and in the
future. However, the mere fact that a trigger event occurred was not the only
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ingredient that was necessary to move the women towards community
college. Each one of them had experienced other events in her life, yet had
not turned to community college at that time. Consequently, what is also
significant is timing of the trigger event.
Overall, I found that there were there were three components present
in the women's decision to attend community college; 1) experiencing a
trigger event(s), 2) the timing of the event, and 3) easy access to community
college.
Mary stated,
When that letter came and I read it, I just made up my mind that I
was going to go to the college. I knew I needed to do something...I
didn't want to live with [husband] alone, for the rest of my life...
And for Ann,
I don't know why I said I'd go to the college, but I just knew that I
really wanted to go, that the time had come for me to do something for
me.
They were led to community college by different means, a letter, a
picture and an introduction to community college. In several of the cases, it
was as if "fate" led the women to community college. Only Susan was
proactive and took the initiative to seek out the resources that she could use
to provide herself and her daughter with a future. The other four were
waiting for something to happen.
What is striking is the difference between Susan's approach to
community college and that of the other women. She had a somewhat
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positive educational experience in high school and was raised in an
environment which placed a value on education. Consequently, her
perception from the beginning was that education could help her and she
actively sought it out. For the other women, the concept of education as a
meaningful component of one's life was foreign and initially
incomprehensible. It was not element of their perception of education prior
to their attending community college. They had encountered negative
experiences in the educational process and viewed it as something
unattainable and unavailable to them. Therefore, it was only through an
intervention, such as the trigger events, that they could contemplate
attending community college as a viable option to them. They had to be told
or shown that they could go. Even then, they were not certain what they
would get out of the experience.

Community College Experience
In listening to the words of the women over and over again, I found
that there were several areas that concerned all of them. Therefore,
although the intent of this study is not to generalize the experience to all
welfare mothers who attend community college, it is of interest to note that
several of the women who participated in the study had similar experiences,
concerns, and interests in their community college experience.

What I

discovered was that each one of the women initially believed that her
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community college experience would simply involve her going to classes,
writing papers, taking tests, and doing her homework. However, attending
community college proved to have a much more extensive and profound
impact upon her. The experience became intertwined with all aspects of her
life and she had to learn to balance the experience of going to community
college with her "other life". In fact, community college became a pivotal
component of her life in areas other than purely academic or vocational
(Mendlesohn, 1980; 1989; Glass et al, 1987; Gadzera, 1988; Megarian, 1984).
The experience had particular impact on the self development of each
of the women (Cross, 1972; Mendlesohn, 1980, 1989). In addition, the
experience influenced the way in which the women thought about their past
lives. They began to question maintaining the status quo and sought to
make changes in their lives. The first step in this change was to make the
decision to go to community college.
In order to begin to make sense of the information that was being
shared with me, I listened carefully as each woman described how her
community college experience spilled over and affected the other aspects of
her life, her children, friends, lovers, families, and how she was able to deal
differently with the institutions in her life as the result of attending
community college. Each of the women did not live in a vacuum. Each day
they had to interact with a myriad of individuals. How did she change, if at
all in the ways in which she interacted with for example, schools, gas
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companies, welfare departments, physicians, and social workers after she
attended community college. I learned how each woman was able to
integrate her experience of attending community college into her everyday
life.
There were several areas which impacted upon their development of
self as they attended community college. They are taking on new roles,
developing a stronger sense of self, and meeting with success in their
community college experience. Four of the women represented that they
believed they had changed in a positive sense. In addition, they felt that the
way that people responded to them had changed after they went to
community college. Finally, they articulated that they viewed themselves
differently as the result of having attended community college.
As the criteria for participation in this study required the participants
be former community college students there is not one time frame that was
involved, but instead varied. For instance, Michelle had been away from
community college for one year. Whereas, Susan had been away from her
community college experience for approximately ten years. This resulted in a
disparity in terms of the degree to which the women had incorporated the
experience into their lives. I was particularly interested in knowing what it
was about her community college experience that each of the women felt was
most valuable to her and how or what the experience had contributed to her
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self identity and how she maneuvered in her world. There were several
different themes that emerged from the data.
They were:
viewing oneself differently/ "I can" versus "I can not",
having people respond to them in a positive, accepting manner,
finding one's voice; my thoughts and opinions have value,
responding to others in a more positive and assertive manner.
Initially all of the women held the idea that community college was a
mystery, that is, they didn't really understand what it was or what it did.
They knew that "smart" people went to community college and that if you
went to community college, you got a good job which meant generally sitting
at a desk not having to do any "heavy lifting". They knew people who had
gone to college, people like their social worker, or their doctor, or even
teachers that they had in school, but beyond that vague concept, they had no
idea what community college involved or was like.
In the beginning, they did not have any real concept of what or why
community college was important to them. What gave them a sense of it
being important was the response to them by the people with whom they
interacted at the community college. The women, for the most part, were
impressed by the staff members of the community college and the support
that they received from them. In particular, the encouragement that they
showed them when they were inquiring and signing up for community
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college. Furthermore, their positive interaction with staff provided
additional support for them regarding the importance of community college.
They entered into their programs somewhat blindly, only aware of the
information that they needed to have for that particular time frame and
didn't understand the "big picture".
Ann recalled,
In the beginning, I didn't think about graduation or even finishing. I
just thought that I would keep going to school until they told me I
couldn't go any more. I was shocked when I discovered that I was
ready to graduate.
Mary had a similar reaction to the college when she attended,
I didn't know if I would be able to continue to go to school, but I knew
after they gave me the money to go to school because I did so well, that
if I did really well if I got A s, they would give me more money to stay
in school. So, I worked hard to get the A s, so I could stay in school.

Role Taking: Becoming a Student
All these people [other students], I thought that they had more of a
background you know, in what they were going into, and that they
were more experienced, and that I was going to be way out in left field
somewhere. And that the teachers would talk about things and I
would be, like, well,...I always thought not so much that I was stupid,
but I never knew that I could be so smart.
Ann
Although each one of the women had made a decision to go to
community college they were not convinced that they would be able to do
actually complete it. For some of them, it was the newness of the experience
and the necessary changes that accompanied it that they found difficult.
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They were in a new and different situation quite unlike anything that they
had ever experienced and were having difficulty understanding what it was
they were expected to do or where they fit into the situation. They reflected
back on the negative self identity that they had in high school that they were
"dumb", "unable to do the work", or in Kathy's situation, "too sick to be able
to get the work done".
Kathy recalled, "I think for the first week, I'd come in every day and
I'd look around and think, I've got to be crazy! What makes me think that I
can go to college?"' Susan thought that it was going to be like high school
and "kept expecting the bells to ring" so she would know when she would
have to change her classes. Ann was very fearful of the experience, "...I
remember coming into her [professor'si class and saying, "What am I suppose
to do? I can't even talk good.".
People continually learn as they experience their lives and make
adjustments (Deegan, 1987; Hewitt 1989). In the case of these women, they
were embarking on a totally new experience that would provide them with an
opportunity, not only to learn about new topics, but also to be "resocialized",
to learn new ways to approach their world. This was not an easy process for
the women because they still had to live in their homes, interact with their
children, husbands, lovers, and friends and maintain themselves in their day
to day life. The most difficult aspect of the process was the initial fear that
each of the women had when she started community college.
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Fear was the most prominent emotion when they first started
community college because they found themselves in a situation that they
had few, if any, reference points from which they could begin to understand
and make sense of their experience. Their early exposure to the ways in
which women conduct themselves in life were based on the women that they
had known in their lives primarily their mothers. They had been exposed to
the traditional roles of mother, wife, and girlfriend. However, they were
unfamiliar with the role or option of a woman being a community college
student. They had adopted the traditional role of motherhood for themselves
and were comfortable with that. They understood and were familiar with the
role of being a mother and when they decided to move beyond that role and
enter community college, they moved beyond the meaning-making which
they had used in the past to understand their world. There were new
expectations and values, all of which they had to become acquainted with
and able to deal with if they were going to function within the community
college setting.
Primarily, the women reported that they depended upon their ability
to be good observers in their new environment. They watched the other
people that were in their classes and listened carefully to gather any clues
that were being given out by the professors and other students as to what
were the expected and accepted ways of interacting in the classroom
situation. They were able to use some of their "recipe" knowledge, that is
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information about things that we use on a regular basis such as being cordial
to one another, not disrupting the classroom, waiting to be asked to speak,
and other positive social skills, in order to get through the day (Hewitt,
1991). Initially, beyond these basic skills, they did not have a grasp of how
they should or could really interact with community college.
They determined through listening to others, that "good grades" were
valued at community college. Consequently, all five of the women strove for
academic success. Mary, for example, was devastated when she received an
"A-" in one of her courses. She had always gotten "A". Likewise, the other
women reported that achieving high marks was indeed important to them.
They wanted to be known as a smart person. Also, because they had
observed that the professors tended to ask them questions in class, it became
important to them to be able to answer them correctly. Hence, they studied
so they would have the answer when called upon.
They discovered in some instances someone, usually a professor, would
actually tell them how to act. For example, one of Ann's professors talked
with her specifically about the way that she spoke telling her that she needed
to change it in order to be taken more seriously by others. Although one
might view this as cruel, Ann felt it was most beneficial. She didn't have to
guess about it. She had been told exactly what she needed to change.
The question of "who am I" may seem at first glance to be a bit
elementary, however for these women, it became a complex question as they
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participated in their community college experience. The symbolic
interactionist believes that we are a composite of many different roles
(Hewitt, 1991). For the women in the study, "Who am I?" became a major
crux of their dilemma. It was unclear to several of them just who they were.
They were able to discern some of the major roles that they were enacting,
but found that they were unable to understand the new roles that were being
presented to them.
As each one of us approaches our day, we assume different roles
(Hewitt, 1991; Deegan, 1987) and in doing so, we use our roles to provide us
with the necessary skills to manage any given situation that we may find
ourselves in. When we are young, we begin to learn the different roles that
we will be cast in throughout our life. For the women in this study the roles
that they had been introduced to were based on those roles that they learned
primarily from their mothers. In addition, there may have been a significant
person in their life, such as a teacher or family friend whom they became
familiar with and would have been able to observe the role that the person
used whenever they were around them. As we observe different roles, we
internalize some of the ways in which the individuals are acting and reacting
to the situation and it becomes a learning experience for us. We are then
able to take either pieces of the role that we have observed or use it in its
entirety should we find ourselves in a similar situation. Consider how
children learn and play. My eleven year old niece, when she is taking care of
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a younger child "becomes" the mother to that child. She assumes the role
and although certainly, she is not the mother of this child, she acts in a way
that a mother would act towards a child. She talks in a different voice. She
makes sure that the child is comfortable, provides food, entertainment and
protection for that child and comforts the child when he/she starts to cry.
She is being the mother to that child. That is the role that she has observed
and that is the way that she responds to the child. Consequently, as she
interacts with the child in this "mother role", the child responds to her on a
certain level, as if she were the mother. She is doing mother things. Role
taking is a process which starts when we are very young and we develop a
wide repertoire of roles that we become familiar with.
For the women in this study, the issue of role taking was a most
difficult one. As they became involved in the community college they
discovered that people responded to them in a different way than they had
experienced before. They were being accepted for themselves, not for being
someone's mother, lover, wife, friend or whatever. They found themselves
"becoming students" and as a result, initially, the women found themselves
struggling with defining their role at the community college. They were to
focus on establishing a new definition of what "being a student" meant for
them in terms of their role construction (Hewitt, 1991; Faules, 1978).
Although there were many other students whom they could observe
and take on the role of student from that perspective, they did not. Initially,
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they tried to assume the components what might be considered the traits of
the "traditional" student. These traits include such things as asking
questions, going to class, doing work and so forth. At first glance, this
worked. However, this role did not seem complete to them as they felt that
their role extended beyond the role of the traditional community college
student because of their particular family situations. They had to reconcile
this in order to be successful at community college.
First, they had to separate from their past role and current role and
concentrate on defining their new role which would be a combination of the
two. Four of the women described how they became "someone different"
when they were at school. They spoke of this other person initially being
separate from themselves. They were unable to perceive that this person was
a part of them. As strange as it was to have this other person within them,
they enjoyed it. They talked about the fact that when they were at school,
they were able to think differently than they would at home. This "other
person within" was only allowed to exist during school hours. At night and
on the weekends this person was put away. For several of the women it was
the first time since childhood, that they had been able to create a role for
themselves, as they had been thrust at young ages, into the roles that found
themselves in. In addition, with the exception of Kathy, they entered into
motherhood, assuming the accepted roles of that when they were teenagers.
Consequently, they became very protective of this new role and did not want
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to share it with the outside world. Ann was convinced that if she allowed
people outside of school to see her as a student that "they" would not let her
continue any longer as a student. Unfortunately, the student role often
conflicted with their role of being a mother. All of the women tried very to
keep these two roles separate from each other not wanting to compromise or
disrupt either one of them. They found that the role of "student" was very
special to them because it was something that they were doing for themselves
and not for others. Often, however, this led to feelings of quilt because they
actually enjoyed community college and inadequacy because community
college demanded their time and effort and therefore it could no longer be
given to their children or the other aspects of their lives that they had given
time and effort to in the past.
The women were experiencing social disorganization which occurs
when the self and the community disagree about the meanings of behaviors
and the definitions of situations (Deegan, 1978). In other words, they were
having difficulty because they were experiencing difficulties with the
"community" of their family. In some instances this was a self imposed and
self perceived difficulty. That is, they imagined or expedited the discord. In
other instances, such as in Mary and Kathy's situations there were other
people such as family members involved in causing the disruptions and
difficulties. The women tended to become very protective of their different
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roles and opted to take different courses of action to protect themselves and
their roles.
Mary continued to maintain herself as two different people, basically
hiding her student role from her family and hiding her mother and wife roles
from the people with whom she interacted at community college. Kathy
opted to remove what she viewed as her problem, her alcoholic boyfriend,
from her life so she asked him to leave their house. Consequently, she was
able to concentrate on what her son's needs were and her student role.
Although these two roles regularly came into conflict with each other, she
was able to balance them more easily when the third role of lover was
eliminated. Initially, Ann tried to keep her roles separate as did Kathy and
Mary. She had made a promise to herself that she would not let school
interfere with her children and her relationship with them. After the first
semester, she found that she was unable and didn't want to keep her
identities separate. Therefore, she set out to incorporate her two identities
without really understanding what she was doing.
Ann worked very hard at trying to coordinate her roles. What was
particularly interesting about Ann was how she came to understand herself
and the way that she made sense of her world. She did it through writing.
She wrote her life. For the first year that she was in the community college,
she spent a great deal of time writing about her life whenever she had a
writing assignment. Initially, she tried to do what she called a "regular
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paper", one where you pick a topic and then go to the library and pick up
books and then write your paper. She met with little, to no success.
However, when one of her teachers suggested that she write about something
she knew about, something in her life, she was amazed, but decided to try.
Her efforts were well rewarded, she stated,
When we had to do papers and stuff like that I would get really
stressed out. What was I going to write about? I wrote about my life,
my children, my children's father, my parents, stuff like that...and she
[professor] kept giving me them back with A s and I [would think], that
I lived this stuff, how can you tell me its good work? I lived this stuff, I
didn't study it and then I'm saying, this is where it clicks in where this
life [school] and this life [home] can be joined together and a
rewarding experience can come out of it.
Ann found a way to integrate the roles in her life. She began the
transformation of incorporating her experiences into her daily life. She then
was able to allow herself to spend more time at the college and began to
share with her daughters what she was doing as a student. She talked with
them about her studies, her homework, and the difficulty she was having.
She even pinned her papers and tests on the refrigerator right next to theirs.
In Ann's household, going to the community college became a family affair.
Susan's situation was somewhat similar to Ann's in that she was able
to make the transition much from mother to student much more easily. Her
daughter was only two when she started community college and she found
that she was able to do her homework after her daughter went to bed. As
Susan continued in her community college experience, it became more
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difficult because her daughter became more demanding and was not able to
cognitively understand why Mommy needed it quiet in the house when she
wanted to play a loud game. Hence, Susan would be torn between being a
student and being a mom. This struggle continued through out the time that
Susan went to community college. She tried very hard to coordinate her
school work with Alicia's sleep time or on weekends when Alicia would go to
her grandparent's house to visit.

Accepted and Connected to Community College
Regardless of the fact that a professor may have been so blunt as to
point out one's shortcomings, it was the relationship between the women and
their professors which proved to be invaluable to the women in terms of their
achieving success at community college. All of the them, with the exception
of Michelle, felt that they had been accepted by a professor.
Feeling connected to community college was one of the most discussed
aspects of their community college experience. Being "accepted'' was defined
by the women in this study as "feeling as if he/she [other person] valued me
as a person and accepted me for who I am". In most cases the interaction
between a professor and student was were the connectedness occurred. The
relationship was not necessarily an involved one, in fact, the women
indicated that just having a professor know who you were was important.
Being able to meet with professors and discuss various topics both related to
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school and not was a clear indication to the women that the professor
recognized them as individuals.
All of the women, with the exception of Michelle, described feeling very
connected to community college. Their relationship with community college
was directly affected by their perceived relationships with professors.
Becoming a "part of' community college was very important to the
women both for socialization purposes, as well as academic reasons. The
women often worried during the initial stages of their community college
involvement whether they really did fit it and strove to become accepted at
community college. For instance, Ann worried about how she might "fit in"
at community college,
...and what if I don't fit in and what if I don't have any friends and you
know, how am I going to relate to everybody. Are they going to like
me? Are they going to talk to me?...Do I know anything?
Likewise, Mary worried about the fact that the other students might
not like her when, in fact, she became well liked and well regarded by the
students very quickly.
The initial 'break through' in terms of their feeling accepted by
community college for most of the women was that of feeling as if they had
been accepted by community college, by the staff, and by the other students.
This process of becoming accepted was different for each of the women but
there were two basic formats were discussed by the participants.
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Kathy and Ann participated in a special program for reentry women
students and their experience is quite different from the other three women
who matriculated directly into the general student population. Both Kathy
and Ann believed that they were accepted at community college from the first
day that they attended. They believed that the professors and other staff
members cared about them and how they were doing in their classes.
According to them, there was a great deal of support and nurturance given to
all the students in this program beginning from day one. The following is a
summary description of what day one at the community college was like for
the women who participated in this special program.
All the students in the program met for the first time in one classroom.
The staff members of the program, some of whom were teachers, were
present. Although Kathy and Ann related that there was a great deal of
nervousness and tenseness in the room on their first days, the overall
atmosphere appeared to be warm and non-threatening. The staff members
focused on making the women feel comfortable and at ease with not only each
other, but also the process of coming to community college. Introductions
were made of everybody and the expectations of the students were presented.
The focus of the meeting was to begin to make these women into a cohesive
and supportive group. As the women first entered into the classroom, they
were greeted by staff and welcomed to the program. The students were
treated with a great deal of respect.
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For Kathy and Ann the welcome they received to community college,
although done at different times for each of them, was most appreciated and
comforting. Kathy recalled thinking,
I really liked the fact that these women had similar experiences as
mine [sic]. I could really relate to them.
Ann, on the other hand, felt that all the other women in the room "...had to
be smarter than me.". The camaraderie of the group soon provided them
with the necessary support and both Kathy and Ann felt that they "belonged"
to the group. During the first semester at community college, neither of them
envisioned themselves as part of the community college population as a
whole, but rather, thought of themselves as members of this select group of
women. The program provided a safety net for them protecting them from
community college as a whole entity. They were gently eased into the
general population only after they had achieved some success in the reentry
program classes and felt confident in their ability to perform the work.
Ann, had lived her life through her children and had isolated herself
from adults, experienced a great deal of change during her first two
semesters at the community college. Prior to attending community college,
she viewed herself as someone who was not able to be with other people
because she had nothing to offer them. She found it extremely difficult to
interact with the other students. However, due to the design of the program,
she was forced to interact with them in group meetings and in her classes.
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She soon learned through observation of the other students in the classroom
and being invited by the professor to participate in the discussions that the
expected mode of behavior in the classroom and meetings was that
everybody, including her, would participate in the sessions. Consequently,
her understanding of what her role in the classroom changed based upon
what she perceived the others in the classroom expected her to do.
The nature of the reentry program was to be as supportive as
necessary to the students to insure that they would complete the program.
Keeping in mind that purpose when Ann's day care situation deteriorated
program staff intervened and assisted Ann in securing appropriate day care.
Thereby enabling her to continue to attend community college. Ann viewed
this as not only as a generous act on the part of the staff because they took
the time to help her, but she interpreted that it must also be very important
to the staff that she stay and complete the program. She believed that they
must "like" her and think that she was smart. That is why they wanted her
to stay. Again, this was an instance of her changing her perception of what
she was "supposed" to do based upon how she perceived the staff expected
her to act. That was, find an alternative day care situation for her daughter
and continue in the community college program. For Ann, once the staff had
extended themselves to her in this fashion, she became committed to "making
it through the program, whatever it might take". She became personally
invested in the program and didn't want to let the staff down. She believed
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that the staff not only wanted her to succeed in the program, but believed
that she could successfully complete the program. Consequently, she
perceived that she could succeed in the program. To this day, she still
considers herself a "representative" of the reentry program and of her
community college. A stark departure from her experience with her prior
college.
In essence, what happened to both Kathy and Ann, was that early on
in their community college experience, they felt a connectedness to the
program and to community college. They perceived that they were integral
components of the program and were expected to behave in certain ways,
participate in discussions, do their homework, prepare for classes, be on time,
and so forth because that is what the staff had said, indicated or
demonstrated, to them as being acceptable behavior. They assimilated the
"culture" of the program into their own way of functioning when they were at
school.
Belenky et al (1986) discuss the experience that many women have in
feeling "connected" to the various people and events in their lives and how
important this connectedness is to them. Both Kathy and Ann experienced a
tremendous connectedness to community college. Although their individual
personalities are very different, Kathy, being very social and outgoing, and
Ann being relatively quiet and unsure of herself, they both were able to
"connect" with the college. The process of connecting was similar to them
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both and involved their perceiving that they had been accepted by the faculty
of the school first, then accepted by the other students. Ann in particular
depended upon getting her support from the faculty as she "hung back" from
the other students. She believes that she did this because of her low self
esteem and that only after she began to get good marks (all A's) in her
classwork and other students begem to seek her out for assistance in class did
she begin to think that she was in her words "worthy of their attention".
The other three participants matriculated directly into community
college classes of their choice. Consequently, their reception at community
college was much different than that of Kathy's and Ann's. However, Susan's
experience was in some ways similar, due to the fact that, she was recovering
from her surgery and all staff members were aware of her special needs, i.e.
extra time to get to class and the need for rest on some occasions. The
counseling staff had prepped the professors about her circumstances and the
staff had accepted her special needs without question. Consequently, she
quickly became acquainted with her professors and developed strong
relationships with them. When they showed particular interest in her and
her ability to do the required work, Susan became more committed to doing
her work well. She wanted to please them. She perceived that the way to
please them would be to do well in her classes and papers.
Initially, Mary didn't believe that people both the staff and other
students could possibly value what she had to say or the work that she did.
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Consequently, she remained somewhat isolated from other people at the
school until she began to get her work back from the professors and became
identified as one of the smart people in the class. She recalled,
People accepted me for who I was [at school]. They didn't know
anything about my life outside of school.
Michelle never really experienced any acceptance by her college, her
professors or by the other students. She isolated herself from the other
students in an effort to maintain her academic standing because she believed
that if she did socialize with the other students she would not do her work
during school hours and then she wouldn't get it done at all. Furthermore,
she did not feel as if her professors were empathetic toward her personal
situation at all and that they had no comprehension of the difficulties that
she had to face each day in order to be in class. Instead of developing a
positive relationship with her professors, she became alienated from them
and viewed them as being "out to get her".
One of my classes was an algebra class and it was hard for me to get
there exactly at 8:00 a.m.. At exactly 8:00 a.m., he [professor] shut the
doors. So, if you weren't there at 8:00 a.m. or before then you wasn't
[sic] coming in the classroom...The other classes were, I don't
know,...the teacher would just come in. It was like no thing...half the
time they didn't know if you were there or not.
Michelle was not able to assimilate into the culture of the institution
or belong to the institution. She perceived that she was not accepted by the
professors nor by the other students. Although she was able to maintain
good academic standing for two of the three semesters that she attended the
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college, she did not become invested in her experience. It was merely an
exercise for her. She was attempting to mimic her mother s experience
without success.
The degree to which the women considered community college to be an
integral component of their lives varied however. Four of them discovered
that the importance of their experience increased as they continued in the
experience. The way that they viewed themselves changed and their level of
commitment to community college increased. For Kathy, Ann, Susan, and
Mary, the acceptance on their part and the part of community college was
very high. Early on in the process, the four women became engaged in the
day to day process at community college. They felt that they were accepted
for who they were while they attended community college. There they took
on the role of the student, rather than being one of the many different roles
that they played, such as mother, cook, cleaner or disciplinarian. All four of
the women talked about "just being me"; the ability to be a part of the
classroom process without the intrusion of the other roles that they played on
a daily basis. They recalled being able to focus on their "self identity" and
how that affected the way in which they approached their community college
experience. For most of the women, it was the first time that they could focus
on themselves as they had never had the opportunity to examine who they
were in the sense of how they understand their world because they had
moved from being teenagers to being mothers.
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What is particularly striking about their community college experience
is there response to the institution and what it represented to them. In
addition, four out of the five women, again, Michelle was the exception,
identified more with the professors than with their fellow students. They
considered certain professors to be more than "just professors", they
considered them to be their friends. Mary became very involved with several
of her professors. She worked in their offices, assisted them in their work
and generally spent a great deal of her day in their offices just talking with
them. Likewise, Ann spent many hours sitting in her two of her professors'
offices discussing a variety of topics not necessarily related to school, but
related to her life such as raising her children and trying to survive being a
parent and a student at the same time.
It is clear that to each of the women in the study, that the issue of
being accepted at community college as her "own" person was the one that
made the most difference in her perception of who she was. In addition, it
also proved to be critical for her success at college. For example, as
committed as Susan was to wanting to get a career via a program at
community college, she believes that if she did not have the support of her
professors when she first began, that she would have probably dropped out.
Ann also felt strongly that she would not have returned to community college
if she had to leave when her daughter's schedule was changed. The support
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of her professors during that time caused her to become totally committed to
completing her studies.
All of the women in the study experienced for the first time as adults,
the phenomenon of "just being themselves". When they arrived at
community college, they did so without any history. Consequently, they
arrived free from any preconceived notions on the part of their professors or
other students about who they were or what their capabilities might be.
Three of the women were older when they went to community college
and they felt that it was more natural for them to feel comfortable with the
professors than the students. They felt that the teachers had more in
common with them than did the students, because they assumed that the
professors would be heads of households, have children, and have some of the
same responsibilities that they did. They also believed that they had to
please the professors in order to get good marks. Susan, was only twenty
when she went to community college, but also was much more inclined to
identify with her professors. She believes that this was due to the fact that
she was so sick and her professors showed her such care and empathy.
Susan had undergone a surgery which is generally considered to be for older
women. She often wonders if things would have been different if she had
undergone a different type of surgery.
The feeling of acceptance took a variety of different forms, but was
primarily directed to the fact that the professors took the time to speak to the
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women, to pay attention to them, and to listen to them. Most importantly,
they did not belittle the women but valued what they had to say as being of
substance. This was a new experience for all the women.
The fact that the professor invited them to his/her office was taken as
a symbol that the professor had accepted them. The four women who became
invested in their community college experience all had strong relationships
with their professors. They met regularly with them outside of class to
discuss their work as well as other topics.
Recognition also played an important role for these women. They were
recognized for their efforts in class and were rewarded by good grades and
recognition in the classroom. The fact that the other students believed that
they were "smart" only increased the amount of time that they studied and
increased their desire to do better.
As the women continued in their community college experience, they
became more comfortable with their new and different roles. They developed
new perspectives of who they were as individuals as their self identity
changed.

Self Identity
I see myself as a lot different than I was ten years ago. I conducted
myself, well, I think it's a classic thing with people with low self
esteem, just general unhappiness with themselves, not figuring they
deserved any better. There was some point, I crossed over and
thought, well, I deserve better. And I think that I was faced with the
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fact that the kids were getting older and I was going to have to be
alone with him...
Mary
What is self identity? It is defined in many different ways, however,
for the purpose of this analysis, I will be using the definition of the symbolic
interactionist perspective which states that self identity is the combination of
one's social and psychological identity (Hewitt, 1991). It is not a singular
thing, but rather a composite of many things. For instance, it consists of the
nationality and culture that one identifies with, one's ethnicity, the social
group, the work group, the family group, the "play group" such as being an
athlete whether it be at a park league softball game, or as a major league
baseball player. It consists of the way that one chooses to dress, the
language one speaks, the music one likes to listen to, the friends one has and
so forth. It is a complex phenomenon composed of our self-esteem and self
concept. It is how we see ourselves as individuals and how we pursue our
lives and plays a major role in how we interact with our world.
According to the symbolic interactionist perspective, people experience
multiple realities ( Hewitt, 1989, 1976; Deegan, 1987). As I write this, I am a
graduate student fulfilling my academic requirements. That is the "role"
that I am playing at this moment. I know that as a student I am expected to
act in certain ways. I am to go to the library, read extensively on the subject
matter, and then write my words for the professor to review. Previously in
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the day, I was at work. While there, I was conducting my day to day
business as a worker. When I return home I will act in the role of mother,
wife, and daughter, depending upon with whom I am interacting. At any
given time, my multiple realities co-exist with each other, however, they do
not always co-exist harmoniously however. Often, there is tension between
them and it is only through the ability to grasp the views of others that I am
able to adjust my role accordingly to the way that I believe that they expect
me to behave as a student, daughter, mother, wife, worker and so forth
(Deegan, 1987; Hewitt, 1989, 1976).
Likewise, the welfare mother's who were students also had multiple
realities. They too were mothers, daughters, wives, lovers, friends, and
students and each of the roles could come into conflict with the others. We
construct our reality based upon our own perception of the world around us,
of the sum of our past experiences and knowledge and finally on how we
believe others who become part of our reality expect us to behave.
Consequently, reality to people is both individual and social (Hewitt, 1991).
Accordingly, self-identity is connected to how one perceives reality and how
one views themselves in the context of that reality. Therefore, an
individual's self-identity changes as the result of interactions with the world.
It is contingent upon both one's past experiences and present interactions.
The participants in the study found that their self-identity changed as
they went through their community college experience. Most pronounced
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was the fact that for the first time for several of them, they began to
experience themselves. That is, they were able to begin to view themselves
as being part of the situation. They were able to view themselves as "objects"
or contributing components in any given situation. As they interacted with
the different people, topics, procedures, and processes at the community
college they became different. They acquired new ways of knowing and
understanding their world around them. Their perception of how they
viewed themselves as stupid, not a student or as only a mother, began to
change as they become more involved in the community college process.
They began to see themselves in a different way. As Ann stated,
I learned that, you know, I could be something else besides someone's
mother...that I had lots of potential, that I never knew I had...I found
out I had knowledge that I didn't think had anything to do with
anything outside myself...

Self Concept
The concept of self is a combination of one's social identity and
personal identity. These two identities combine together to provide
individuals with a subconscious filter through which she presses the
experiences around her. These identities are ever present and we use them
to help us sort out what is important to us as individuals. We do not
necessarily announce out loud our social or personal identities, however,
there are times when they are obvious such as race, ethnicity, or work
situation.
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As the participants attended community college each one of their self
concepts changed. It was a gradual change that occurred to them, but it was
a very evident change. Mary states,
I kept my whole family situation out of it [school]. Then I started
liking people and socializing with people in school and then I wanted
to do it [socialize] outside of school too. My whole desire as a person
was different when I went to school.
Mary had experienced a new way of having people relate to her. For
years, she had been in a very abusive relationship, and was used to
responding to her husband in a submissive, non-threatening manner. He
would exert control over her every move. Consequently, for her to be able to
express herself in the classroom, she had to first overcome her fear of
presenting her own opinion which was something she was not allowed to do
at home.
According to the symbolic interactionist perspective, motivation is the
result of the person's conception of self (Hewitt, 1991). How one views ones
ability or desire to complete whatever it is that we are trying to complete.
We have different motivation for different components of our lives.
Consequently, we view the different aspects of our life in distinct ways.
Motivation and self concept are intertwined and affect how people function.
If one's self-concept is that she is quite capable of completing a particular
task, then she tends to have the motivation to complete the task. If on the
other hand, she does not have the self concept that she will be able to
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complete the task and she received little support in her past experiences,
then she will be most likely unwilling or unmotivated to attempt to complete
the task for fear that she will not be able to do it.
Although the self concept of each of these women was very different at
the time that they entered community college, each one of them possessed a
negative concept of herself as well as low self esteem. Historically, these
women had not met with great success in their lives. With the exception of
Susan, the participants had been raised in dysfunctional families involving
some combination of sexual abuse, physical abuse, alcoholism, drug abuse,
depression, divorce, single parent households, poverty, and low levels of
academic achievement. At the time that they went to community college,
they were struggling to discover "who" they were and what purpose they had
in their lives. What they did know was that they wanted their lives to be
different. They were not necessarily sure how they wanted it to be different,
other than they wanted to be able to eventually get a job which would give
them the opportunity for financial security.
Symbolic interactionism recognizes that within each of us there is
"situated self esteem" (Hewitt, 1976) and that is the way in which people
view themselves is based on how others respond to them. Furthermore,
people in social situations form conduct as they interact with each other. The
women in this study had been primarily involved in situations and
relationships which were negative. Mary, Susan, and Kathy, were involved

206
in abusive relationships with significant others and as a result had very low
self esteem. They believed that they were not "good" people that they were
not capable people because the dynamics of their past relationships had
reinforced this.
In order to have an understanding of the process that these woman
went through in internalizing their community college experience, it is
important to have an understanding of the relationship between the
"situated" aspects such as self-esteem and self image and how they relate to
self concept (Hewitt, 1976).
Ann's self concept was very limited. She viewed herself as a only a
mother and a friend. She had no other roles that she played. Although she
was a daughter, she rarely saw her parents and had little to no contact with
them. Her self-esteem was very low. She believed that she was not capable
of doing very many things and that the only thing she could do was be a
parent. She stated that she knew that she must be doing a good job as a
parent because no one had called the child protective agency to come and
take her children away from her. Even though she was a responsible parent
of two children, she recalled that she had never developed a sense of being
"grown-up". Being twenty-seven years old did not mean to her that she was
actually grown-up. She had experienced being a teenage parent. She had
had little interaction with adults and even her ability to speak as an adult
level was very limited. She stated,
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They [professors] helped me, you know, to be grown-up about the way
that I talk and, you know, things like that, and they really, they stood
behind you [sic] on everything that you [sic] did.
Many of the participants were unable to comprehend that they could
be successful at school. Having had such limited experience with success,
they tended to negate anything that was said to them as a compliment, or an
achievement such as an "A" on a paper, and turn it into disbelief: the teacher
must have made a mistake, or the teacher was feeling sorry for me because I
am older. They would generally discount their success in school as not being
important or of value. For instance, when Ann wrote about her life she could
not imagine that the professor would see any value in it at all. Ann recalled,
...and she [professor] kept giving them [papers] back to me with As on
them...[and I thought], How can you tell me this is good work?
Kathy's reaction was also negative,
I think for the first week I'd come in everyday and I'd look around and
think, I've got to be crazy!, What makes me think that I can go to
college, no way. I conditioned my mind, I thought about the kind of
student that I was in high school and I was a B-, C [student]. I
thought, Maybe I'll just be average, as long as I get C's, I'll be fine.
Then, when the A's started coming, well, it was like, I wouldn't accept
it and you know what I thought that I got the A s from? Because the
teachers liked me.
In symbolic interactionism, meaning is rooted in behavior (Hewitt,
1991; Deegan, 1987). The behavior not only involves the observable acts of
the individual, but also involves an internal process whereby the individual
decides what his or her behavior will be and toward what goal it will be
directed. Previous to her finding the smoking room to spend her time in, Ann
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was unable to become involved with other students at community college on a
friend to friend basis. For Ann, her social identity had always evolved from
her relationship with her daughters. She was a mother. It was how she
related to the world around her. She found it extremely difficult to reach out
to other people and engage them in conversation because she thought that
she did not have anything in common with them. She felt that she was
different from the other students because she was a mother, she was on
welfare, and she lived in a housing project. She couldn't just go out and
"party", as the younger students did because she had responsibilities.
Therefore, when she discovered the smoking room, she found a common
ground, i.e. the smoking, from which she could relate to others. Life
experiences became very important to Ann and the other women as they
sorted out where and how, they fit into community college culture. She
stated,
...But I didn't think being knowledgeable and streetwise could have
anything, you know, it seemed like two different things [education and
the real' world] that could never come together, and one having
anything to do with the other...and I found that knowing things this
way [life experience] and learning things this way [academic] that
there were a lot of things in common...

The Welfare Connection
The welfare bureaucracy played an important role in the overall lives
of these women because without it, they would most likely not have been able
to go to the community college. Although none of the women who
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participated in this study were forced by the welfare department to attend
community college, they were receiving welfare benefits which provided them
with the ability to go to community college. They did not have to get a
minimal job to sustain their family, but were able to live in subsidized
housing, collect a certain amount of money, food stamps and medical
insurance which provided them with a foundation from which they could go
to community college. Their basic needs were being provided for by the
welfare department.
Initially Ann and Michelle received day care vouchers for their
children which permitted them to be in classes during the time their children
needed supervision. Had these women been employed in low paying jobs
which would most likely have been the case due to their lack of skills, they
would not have had the resources to go to college. They would not for
example, have been able to pay for babysitters, classes, books, nor would they
have had the time to attend community college. They would have spent that
time working.
Although two of the women in this study attended community college
without any special services or programs, the difference between their
experiences and that of the women who attended the specialized re-entry
program was dramatic. Consequently, it is helpful to welfare mothers to be
able to participate in programs similar to the re-entry program that two of
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the participants attended. What is necessary is an approach that provides
the women with the kind of support that they need.
Initially, due to the fact that welfare mothers generally arrive at the
doorstep of community college with past negative educational histories, there
must be interventions implemented which provide them with the appropriate
information about what they are to expect as a student at community college
and how community college expects them to act. These interventions should
provide them with the ability to become connected to community college as
quickly as possible, be it through a mentor program, specialized
advisement/counseling program, topical workshops, support groups or other
such vehicles that would give them the opportunity to talk with other people
in the college about their experiences and concerns. It is important to
provide the welfare mother with a good deal of support when she first enters
community college and through the first year because it provides her with an
opportunity to build her self confidence and to bolster her self concept.
The actual role of the welfare department, aside from providing them
with financial assistance, in the lives of the women in this study when they
were going to community college was to provide day care slots. This was
particularly important to both Ann and Michelle because they did not have
access to family members who would provide such care for their young
children. During the time period that they went to community college, there
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was a freeze placed on day care slots and they lost their day care for their
children.
This factor had great impact on Michelle. She lacked the necessary
resources for day care and eventually she was forced to leave community
college. She continues to be very bitter towards the department of welfare for
failing to help her when she needed the help. She stated,
I was trying to help myself and they [welfare department] wouldn't
even help. I was going to school, so I could get off welfare, now I can't.
Overall, in the cases of these five women, the welfare department
appeared to have little, to no involvement, concern, or information, about the
women in relation to their attending community college. It was a separate
and distinct entity from their concerns with the women. It [welfare
department] was not the funding source of their education, so it had little
concern about how well the women were doing or what problems they might
be encountering. According to all the participants, the welfare department
did nothing to encourage them to further their education. The role that the
welfare department did play, at least for a while, was that of a funding
source for day care slots for Ann and Michelle. In fact Kathy recalled,
I went to welfare to provide my verifications, and the worker was
shocked that I had gone to college. She told me that I had had more
education than she had. I always thought that they [welfare
caseworkers] had to be social workers. I found out that all they needed
were a few courses, no degree.
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Indirectly, however, being on welfare did indeed affect each of the
women in some form or another. For Kathy, "being on welfare", came to
represent a sort of "giving into" her inability to provide for herself and her
son in order that both of them could enjoy life, as well as have the basic
things that they needed such as food and health insurance. To Kathy, being
on welfare, was a stigma that was attached to her life and one which she did
not want to experience for any great length of time. Susan, likewise felt that
being on welfare was not something that she wanted to continue to do for a
long period of time. She did not want her daughter to be raised on welfare.
She viewed it as a necessary interim survival tool for herself and her
daughter. She believed if she achieved an education, she would be able to
provide for her daughter's well being without ever having to be on welfare
again.
Ann, who was still on welfare at the time of the study and had been for
fifteen years, viewed being on welfare from the perspective of a way for her
and her daughters, to survive. She was anxious, having finished school, to
secure a position that would allow her to leave welfare and become
independent. The problem became how could she begin to work in a low
paying field receiving a salary level that would not be comparable with her
present benefits. She could not jeopardize the health and well being of her
children just to get off welfare. She found herself caught between the
proverbial "rock and a hard place". She had been on many interviews, but
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had been unsuccessful in connecting with a job. She was able to actually see
herself working and felt she was ready, yet, had been unable to secure an
adequate position. If she were single without children her decisions
surrounding her employment opportunities would be very different. She
would be able to take greater risks with her benefits and would also be able
to work for less money. That however, was not an option that she had. She
had to be able to provide medical insurance for her children as well as to
have enough money to make up for her monthly food stamps and subsidized
housing. Consequently, a low paying job was not a viable option for her.
During the time that they attended community college, several of the
woman experienced some form of prejudice regarding the fact that they were
on welfare. Generally it was a younger student who would exclaim his, or
her, displeasure at the welfare system and the fact that welfare mothers get
everything for free. Usually, in these instances, the matter was quickly over
as in most instances each of the women would not make an issue about it.
She would just listen to the person and wait for them to release their anger.
Ann recalled that this had happened to her on several occasions and that she
was very angry about it. She wanted to reply in this manner,
I'm not doing it [being on welfare] because I have nothing better to do.
You know, I'm taking the money because I don't feel like sitting home.
I'm taking it, so that someday, I can help somebody that was in the
same situation as me, and I can make somebody's life better, like they
[community college] made my life better.
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Summary
The women whose lives are presented in this study are very
courageous women. They were able to overcome many obstacles in order to
take the first steps through community college doors and to continue to
struggle to maintain themselves at community college. The college provided
them with an environment which fostered their personal growth and
development.
The environment is only one component of the process, however. The
women, themselves, were responsible for the change in their lives. They
were able to move through the process, making the necessary adaptations in
their way of thinking and behaving.
There are several themes that run throughout the stories of these
women's experiences at community college. The first, is that of the life event
which serves as a "trigger" or catalyst, for them to look for viable options for
changing their lives. In the this study, four of the five women, could identify
a trigger event in their life which happened within the previous six months
to their making the decision to attend community college.
These trigger events provided the catalyst for the women to look
toward education as a means to move them away from their current
situations. However, not all of the women actively sought out community
college. In fact, only one of the women did so. The rest were actually victims
of fate.
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The second theme that emerged was that each of the women adopted
the perception that education was important. They became invested in that
idea. For several of these women, this was a difficult task as it meant
moving away from a belief system that they had for years and which held
that education is negative. This change in their belief system and then their
subsequently attending community college caused pain for them because
their families ridiculed them and even refused to speak to them about it.
A third theme was the need for acceptance. This need was very high
for these women. Once they believed that they were accepted, they worked
extraordinarily hard to maintain that acceptance. For these women, often
times, it was the first time, in many years, if ever, that they had been
accepted as an individual. They had been placed into roles of, Johnny's
mother, welfare mother # 1234, section 8 [housing] recipient, and were not
viewed as individuals, but as just another case. Consequently, they lost sight
of the fact, that they have thoughts and abilities which allowed them to take
control of their lives. Attending community college provided them with an
arena in which they were required to use their thoughts, and ideas.
Community college encouraged the participants in this study to be creative,
to explore their self identities and to gain a great deal of self esteem.
Last, is the theme of achieving a connection to community college.
This connection seems to be the crucial component. Left alone, attending
classes, these woman may fall prey to their own negative self concept and low
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self- esteem which may result in their dropping out of the community college.
Take for example, Michelle. She matriculated directly into the general
population of community college as a full time student, and remained aloof
from the other students. She developed no connection with her professors
nor did they extend themselves to her to give her any kind of support. She
was just a student in the class. She never became a part of community
college. She never really became engaged in her community college
experience. Consequently, she developed no sense of being a part of
community college. She did not develop any different self concept nor did she
bolster her low self-esteem. Instead of being a positive experience for her
community college became a frustrating and negative experience. Michelle
left the college mid-way through her third semester. Four years later she
had not returned to school. She gave birth to her second child and continued
to live in subsidized housing and received welfare. She had no plans to go
back to community college.
Susan, on the other hand, also matriculated directly into the general
community college classes as a full time student. She had found her way to
community college in search of finding a skill that she would be able to
translate into a viable work situation so that she and her daughter could get
off welfare. Although she was not well physically and was recuperating from
major surgery, she was able to connect with her professors immediately,
They were empathetic towards her sickness and allowed her a certain degree
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of leeway so that she could attend her classes even if she was late. There
were two forces working here. The first was the professors were sending a
clear message to her which was, we value you and the fact that you want to
be here at community college. The second was Susan responding to this
message. I will be here everyday and I will do the best possible work that I
can. Unquestionably, the way in which the professors treated her gave her
the incentive to react in a positive manner. Her self concept was raised and
her self-esteem improved. She went on to become a straight "A” student at
community college, completed her bachelors degree, secured full time
employment in the field of her major, and was only on welfare for five years
while she went to college.
One could argue that Michelle would not have succeeded if she had
been given more opportunity to become connected with the institution,
however, it seems unlikely given the fact that she did enjoy community
college and did well in her classes. What was missing for Michelle was the
fact that she did not become a part of community college.
For the majority of women in the study, community college provided
them with an environment that fostered their personal growth and
development. For the most part, the participants were able to gain new
insight into themselves as individuals and take that along with their
academic knowledge to the larger world.
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These women and their experiences are unique because it was the first
time that they were able to concentrate on themselves and learn to
understand the way in which they approach their world and how they
interact with their world. The community college experience gave them new
skills with which to better interact in their world. This resulted in four of the
women moving on with their lives and attaining goals that prior to their
attending community college they did not even have. Now, they are reaching
out for even higher goals. For them, it was a win-win situation.

CHAPTER VI
SIGNIFICANCE AND IMPLICATIONS
Excuse me, but I am different [from the other students] I am a
mother. I am a wife. I am a worker. I never graduated from
high school. I had to quit high school. I lived on the streets. I
didn't have any support from my family and I was a teenage
parent. Unlike you, I can't go home after school and do my
homework, because I have to go to the welfare department to
check in with them. I drive a bus early in the morning, and I
earned $75.00 this week. So, I have to tell them. Then, I have
to go home get supper, do dishes, bathe kids, read bed time
stories, watch while my son does his homework, correct his
homework, wash clothes, iron clothes, and try not to anger my
husband so he won't beat me. Then, I can think about being a
student.
Mary
The intent of this study was to provide knowledge about five welfare
mothers community college experience to a variety of people who interact
with her in the different aspects of her life. The significance of the study lies
not only in the information that emerged from the data in terms of the
women's experiences, but also in a variety of different areas which had
impact upon or were impacted by the women’s experiences at community
college.

Furthermore, it is significant also because it renders information

which is beneficial to such people as welfare workers, professors, community
college administrators, probation officers, family members, and social service
agency personnel. This information assists these professionals to come to
better understand what the experience of these five women was and how
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their experience may be similar to that of other student welfare mothers with
whom they are working.
In addition, it is intended that a welfare mother who was interested in
going to community college could gain insight into what their experience
might be like. Consequently, the overall significance of this study is in the
fact that it provides knowledge about not only a specific event, but also about
an on-going process. A process which had great impact upon the lives of
these women and in fact changed the way in which they not only live, but
also in the way that they think.

Advice to Welfare Mothers
For the welfare mother who is contemplating going to community
college, the knowledge and information presented in this study provides her
with some insight as to what the experience of these five welfare mothers
was like. Consequently, she may be able to take from the study a framework
from which she can begin to understand her potential experience. The study
provides her with a glimpse into some of the areas that she may be affected
by as she attends community college. The information from the study
provides her with the opportunity to better prepare not only herself, but also,
her children and her family for the experience.
All five of the welfare mother students in this study arrived at
community college with low self esteem and self identities which did not
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include the role of a community college student. Furthermore, in four of the
cases, their past educational experiences had been less than positive
experiences for them. Subsequently, they were ill prepared to address and
deal with the requirements of community college.
Even so, they were able to overcome this unpreparedness to succeed at
community college. They developed an ability to maneuver within the
environment once they became invested in their education. Therefore, it is
important for other welfare mothers who may be interested in going to
community college to have an understanding that it is of great benefit for
them to be committed to their community college experience. Furthermore,
the significance for the welfare mother who may be considering attending
community college also lies in the potential for making change in her life.
With change, however comes a sense of instability and the necessity to learn
new and different means of pursuing one's life. Consequently, it is of
significance that the women in the study were able to adjust to this factor
and we willing to have their lives disrupted in order to achieve their goal of
changing their life situation. Each of the four women who became invested
in community college experience change in their lives as they attended
community college. For Ann, it meant changing and disrupting her routine,
as well as her daughters. Kathy, not only had to change her routine, but also
she terminated a relationship with her live-in boyfriend. This caused
emotional and financial disruption in her life. Mary was committed to
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attending community college and as a result changed her whole routine,
became employed part time and relinquished a great deal of her child care
responsibilities to her husband.

Connectedness to Community College
It is through the interconnectedness of the experience, that she is able
to gain the necessary strength to make the necessary changes. The support
that she receives, both real and perceived, provide her with the necessary
foundation from which she can make the necessary changes in her life.
Overall, the study provides the interested welfare mother with the
chance to understand what she might expect when she gets to community
college. It provides her with insight into the personal issues that she may
have to face rather than just the academic problems. Furthermore, through
understanding how the women in the study were able to effectively deal with
their own community college experiences, the welfare mother who is
interested in pursuing her education at a community college may be able to
utilize some of the strategies that they used. In addition, it may simply be
enough to know that there are other women who have undergone similar
experiences as the reader and therefore, provide the reader with some sense
of comfort. People often have a tendency to think that they are the only ones
experiencing the difficulties. This was revealed during the focus group when
the women stated that they were glad to have the opportunity to talk with
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other women who had gone through similar ordeals, even if it was ten years
after the experience as well as when they described when they first arrived
on campus and felt that they were the only ones who didn't know anything.
Even after being away from community college for several years, the
women wanted to be able to share their community college experiences and
revisit it to review and rethink it. A major portion of the design of the study
enabled them to do that. Consequently, in some instances, they were able to
come to a clearer and different understanding of how the experience affected
them and their families. Often when one is experiencing a given situation, it
is difficult to clearly understand the process or what is actually happening at
the time of the event. Having the opportunity to rethink their prior
experience of attending community college, allowed the women the prospect
to reexamine their community college experience. For example, Mary, as a
result of spending the time thinking about her community college experience
came to a better understanding of what her experience actually meant to her
and her children. She came to understand that although at the time she was
unaware of what she was actually doing, she was using community college
not only to provide her with an escape from her husband, but also with the
framework for the rest of her life; a new way of approaching her world and a
new way of thinking about it as well.
It was very significant to the women that they had come away from
community college experience with the ability to view their world from a
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different perspective. They were more likely to question things in their life
after attending community college. That is, they would no longer just accept
that that's the way something was, but instead would examine it more
closely. They discovered that they had a broader perspective from which to
try to understand the happenings in their life and consequently felt that they
made better choices and decisions. Having been exposed to issues that
extended beyond the boundaries of their households or neighborhoods, they
had a more global perspective of different situations.
Hence, the significance of this study with regard to welfare mothers
encompasses a variety of areas for the women themselves and for other
welfare mothers who may be interested in attending community college.

Effect on Children
Although the intent of the study was not to examine the experience of
the children of the participants, several of the participants related
information during the interviews regarding their perspective of how the fact
that they were attending community college impacted upon their children.
Ann decided early on in her community college experience that she
had to share her community college with her children, if she was going to be
successful. She involved her children in as many aspects of the experience as
she could. She took them to class with her when they did not have school
and they all would have study sessions at home.
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Another interesting outcome of having a mother who attended
community college is Jason, Kathy's son. He had experienced a great
number of difficulties throughout his junior and high school years which
culminated in his quitting high school in the tenth grade. He managed to get
his GED and continued on to take community college courses. Kathy
attributes his doing this because he is aware that community college courses
could benefit him in the future. Furthermore, she believes that he is
confident that he can achieve this because he was familiar with community
college, having watched her attend.
Certainly Michelle's experience as a daughter of a welfare mother who
went to community college has great significance. As a young adult and
welfare mother herself, she opted to go to community college because of her
mother's experience. She felt that she too would have the success that her
mother had experienced. She was hopeful that her community college
experience would change her life as it had her mother's. As well intentioned
as she was, she was unable to achieve her goal because in her view, she
lacked the necessary support.
The study describes some of the difficulties that these women had
when they attended college, consequently, it provides a stepping off point for
a welfare mother to use to begin to think about how her attending
community college may affect her own children. The children involved in
this study were different ages when their mothers went to college and they
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had different reactions ranging from very positive to negative according to
the mothers perception. This is a very limited view of the childrens”
experience and serves only to introduce the need for further study both the
short and long term affect of having a mother attend community college
when you are young. Does community college experience of a parent impact
positively, negatively, or neutrally on a young child? What are the short and
long term affects? These questions should be explored.
In sum, the experience of attending community college affects a
number of various aspects of the welfare mother's life. As she becomes
involved in her community college experience, she finds that it affects not
only herself, but also her children, and other significant people in her life.
She develops a strong relationship with her community college and this has
profound influence on her ability to succeed at community college.
If a welfare mother is considering going to community college she must
be prepared to experience hardships and be ready to sacrifice some things in
her life. For instance, spending time with her children may be reduced
because of her need for study time. She should prepare her children for these
changes and include them in the process, such as Ann did, as much as
possible.
Community college offered many different options to the women in this
study. As a result of attending community college, with the exception of
Michelle, their lives have changed. They were willing to be committed to
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their community college experience and were willing to make the necessary
sacrifices consequently, three of the women are off welfare, and the fourth,
Ann is aggressively pursuing employment.
Although attending community college as a welfare mother is difficult,
it is possible. The women in the study prove that. Therefore, if a welfare
mother has commitment and a strong desire to go to community college she
should try it. She should use the remedial resources available to her if she
needs it and should make every effort to establish a mentoring relationship
with a professor.

Advice to Community Colleges
Although the focus of this study was not on the institutional aspects of
the participants experience while at community college, this study has clear
implications for community colleges. They are two fold. The first are
implications for developing programs for welfare mothers at community
college, and the second are implications for identifying and providing the
necessary support services for welfare mothers when they attend community
college.
The first order of business for community colleges is to recognize that
welfare mothers who become students are very different from the other
students who are attending the institution. Their relationship with
community college is tenuous. They are very vulnerable because they tend to

228
have low self-esteem combined with past poor educational experiences. In
addition, they come to community college eager, yet unprepared. They tend
to have dysfunctional or difficult family situations that often interfere with
their ability to remain actively involved in community college. Furthermore,
these differences require that community college, if it is interested in having
this student cohort attend, must provide these women with the incentive, the
programs, and the necessary support services, which will assist their success
at the schools.
In order to attract welfare mothers to community college campuses,
colleges must actively recruit them as these women do not tend to seek out
community college. For many, school has been a negative experience for
them. Therefore, they have little, or no, interest in pursuing educational
opportunities. In fact, what was clear from the study, as four of the five
women believed, that even after they were enrolled in college, that they
should not be there. They talked about thinking that someone had made a
mistake by letting them in.
It is not simply enough to tell the women about the programs that are
offered, community colleges must be specific about what the experience is
like and what the perspective students might expect to experience as they
attend community college. One of the key elements to providing support
services for welfare mothers is to provide them with an opportunity to
connect with people at the college and to develop a strong support system
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within the college. The women in this study were able to do that informally,
with their professors or with the staff of the special program that they were
enrolled in.
The women in the "re-entry program" had a definite advantage over
the women who matriculated directly into college classes because they had a
built in support system from the first day that they entered community
college. There were people who were there to anticipate any problems that
they might have and to facilitate any problems that might arise for them. An
example of this is Ann's day-care situation; the assistance furnished by the
program staff was not just limited to "in-school" problems, but extended to
those problems which affected her ability to continue in school.
Unfortunately, for Michelle, such a support network was not available, and
consequently, she was unable to continue in college.
In addition to being able to be very supportive of the problems that the
welfare mother may encounter as she attends school, community colleges
should also recognize that she may encounter academic problems as well.
Although the literature supports, as does this study, that non-traditional
students such as welfare mothers, tend to excel academically in community
college, it is important to provide the necessary remedial assistance to them.
Many of them do not graduate from high school and therefore lack the
educational foundation necessary for college courses (Mendlesohn, 1980,
1989; Gilbert, 1984; Glass et al, 1987; Jacobi, 1987; and Megarian, 1984).
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In addition, these students may have low self-esteem and therefore,
may have difficulty in viewing themselves in what they perceive as nontraditional roles for them such as a student, a worker in a position of some
authority, or a person who has input and responsibility beyond being the
head of a household. Their view of the world is limited to their personal
experiences and in the cases of the women in this study, was initially limited
in scope. Consequently, it is important for them to be exposed to and
encouraged to seek out new areas of interest. For example, it was a sign-up
sheet about a field trip to a prison that was hung up outside a classroom,
that captured Ann's attention. She was intrigued by the notion that other
students were going to visit a prison, and she wanted to go to. Although she
was not permitted to attend the field trip because she was not a student in
that particular class, it peaked her interest enough to talk with one of the
professors to find out more about the field of criminal justice. This was a
field that she knew nothing about until she saw that notice. As a result of
this chance encounter, she switched her major from business (the only one
she thought she could do because she had already taken courses in business
before) to criminal justice. She went on to get a bachelor's degree in criminal
justice and has worked in that field as a volunteer.
It is the responsibility of community colleges to invest in the future of
its students by providing them with the most opportunities that it can. In
addition, it is critical that community colleges guide them through this
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process as they often do not have the skills to do it on their own. However, it
is the responsibility of the welfare mother to take a proactive role in her
education. In the cases of the women in this study, several of them entered
community college not knowing what it was that they really wanted to do.
They just knew that they wanted something different in their lives. They
used their time at the community college to look at different options available
to them, then made their decisions.

Advice to Professors
One of the major implications of the study is the strong role that the
professors played in each of the women's community college experience. With
the exception of Michelle, each of the other four women discussed at length
the connectedness that she felt with at least one professor during the time
that she was in community college. This connectedness provided them with
an important link to the community college. In addition, they discussed the
role that this relationship played in the way in which they approached their
community college experience.
It appears that this was the pivotal component of their experience.
Interestingly enough, it was not the amount of time that the professor spent
with each woman that made a difference to her. It was the quality of the
involvement and the manner in which the professor related her. What did
matter to the women was the fact that an "authority-type" person was
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accepting them, listening to them, supporting them, and most importantly
validating their opinions and beliefs. The professor represented an
"authority-type" person to the women and it did not matter if the professor
was a male or female as the participants indicated that they became
connected to both male professors as well as female professors depending
upon the semester or what classes they had. For most of the women in the
study this was the first time that the phenomenon of being accepted had ever
occurred to them. Furthermore, the women perceived that this accepting
person, the professor, remained available to them even after class was over or
they had moved into a new semester and had different classes. That is, they
felt that if they really needed to talk to the professor, at any time, even after
they had finished the class, that they could. The professor became a mentor
to the women. They sought to emulate some of the behaviors of certain
professors such as reading particular books and seeking certain kinds of
information.
Therefore, in many ways, it was the professors, who were directly
responsible for the success of the welfare mothers in this study. The four
women who succeeded in graduating from community college had strong
associations with at least one professor. Each one felt that her professor
valued her opinions and believed that she was capable of doing the required
work at community college. They each looked to this special professor for
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guidance, support, and even nurturance. Each one of the women indicated
that they perceived this professor was their stabilizer at community college.
The women identified with the professors as being more like them
than the other students. Unknowingly, the professors became role models for
them. The women sought to "be like" their professors. They would carefully
observe how the professors interacted with the other students, as well as,
with themselves in the hopes of being able to act the way that their
professors did. For after all, the professor was the expert. Therefore, if they
could be like them, they too would be accepted.
Initially, one could view having such responsibilities as overwhelming.
In reality, however, the involvement that the professors had was not
necessarily extensive or time consuming. It was, however, caring,
empathetic, and real. The key appears to be that each one of the women felt
that at least one of her professors cared about her as an individual.
Furthermore, each believed that the professor recognized her as a person, an
individual whose thoughts were important, and valid and accepted her for
who she was.
It was the professors whom the women felt empowered them,
challenged them and supported them throughout their community college
experience. It was their relationship with the professors that they ascribe
their success at community college. Therefore, without the strong support of
the professors and the connection resulting to community college, the women
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in this study believe they would not have been as successful nor would the
experience have taken on the same meaning to them.
This establishes some very strong responsibilities for those professors
who may teach welfare mothers at the community college. They must
recognize the important role that they play, albeit unknowingly at times, in
the personal development and academic success of the welfare mother
student. Hence, it is critical for such professors to be willing to have such
responsibility and to follow through with assisting the welfare mother in her
quest for education and self development.
How does one do this? As is indicated in the study, it does not
necessarily involve a great deal of time or energy. In fact, one may already
be doing it. What it is, is taking the time to really listen and hear what it is
that these women are trying to say. It is encouraging them to challenge
themselves to do the work and always do the best that they can. It is being
honest with them such as telling them when their language skills are not
perfected to the point where they will be accepted. Telling them when they
are not doing well and making constructive suggestions as to how they can
make the necessary changes to improve their work. And finally, in those
cases where it is appropriate, taking the time to be a mentor to a welfare
mother and providing her with the guidance that she may need.
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Advice to Community Social Service Agencies
At a minimum, the welfare mother is involved with the department of
welfare. She is responsible to follow certain rules, regulations, policies, and
procedures in order for her to be able to continue to receive her welfare
benefits. In addition, she may often times have to deal with public school
officials on a regular basis regarding her children as Mary and Kathy both
had to. Furthermore, there may other social service agencies involved in her
life as well. Such agencies as criminal justice agencies or child welfare
agencies, all of which have specific requirements for the welfare mother to
abide by. All this involvement may provide added stress to her as she tries to
maintain herself in school.
It is critical for her to maintain a balance of all the different things
that are pulling her in different directions. For example, Kathy was able to
continue to advocate for her son and his special educational needs by taking
responsibility to request that all the meetings be held at times when she was
not going to be in class. She would generally meet with her son's teachers,
counselors, principals, prior to going to college. This way she was able to
maintain her academic standing while still fighting for her son s education.
The agencies that are dealing directly with the welfare mother in other
aspects of her personal life or that of her children must be cognizant that
going to community college affects all aspects of the welfare mother's life.
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She may undergo a transformation which can be greatly assisted by their
support and encouragement.

Summary
This study provides many different insights into the many different
facets that are present when a welfare mother attends community college.
Most important of which is the actual long term effects that community
college has on the welfare mother. Her experience continues to evolve as she
utilizes her critical thinking skills, the thoughts, and the relationships to
guide her each day. Often this is not done consciously as the experience has
in many ways become a part of her and her meaning-making ability.
The community college experience is not just a freeze frame in time. It
became, for the majority of these women, an integral component in their
lives. Although initially they struggled not to integrate the experience into
their lives, it did become intermixed in their lives and continues to live on in
some form or memory in their lives.
It created for them a strong foundation from which there emerged new
belief systems. The belief system that they can excel, can endure, can
accomplish, and can change the life that they were and may living. It
provided them with a sense of being empowered, and left them knowing that
they could trust their own judgement.
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This transformation that they experienced is forever. They have found
a new sense of respect for themselves, and the world they must maneuver in.
This combination of knowledge, empowerment, and respect provides the tools
necessary for them to make changes in their lives. This experience was a
very powerful and fruitful one for the majority of women in the study. It
continues to evolve as each one of the women continues in her quest for her
personal growth and change.
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